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Title: Claim Day


Subtitle: When a virus makes all women loyal to any man who claims them, society collapses. A group of scientists must claim their own colleagues to work on a cure, while resisting the daily temptation of their perfect devotion.


Disclaimer:


This story takes its time to get where it needs to go. If you’re used to fast-and-dirty from the first paragraph, this one might feel like it’s edging you a bit longer than usual. But trust me, when it does get there, it should hopefully hit harder because you’ve actually grown to care about what’s going on. Tension is half the fun, right?


If you’ve read Four Billion Toys, you already know I like to build the world and let the characters breathe before things start heating up. Even more so here. You’ll find plenty of kinky sex later on, but by then I’m hoping it won’t be all you’ll care about!


This is by far the biggest and most ambitious novel I’ve ever written, so yeah... Hang tight, enjoy the ride, and I hope the payoff will feel earned.

    
    





Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 7 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 7 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 8 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 9 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 9 of 67 →

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

        
            
                
            
        

    
The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 4 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 3 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 3 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 2 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day







Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 7 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 7 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 6 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 1: The Silent Pandemic

03/20/2025 — Ramona


I stood in Phoebe’s cluttered office, watching her brow furrow as she leafed through the stack of papers I’d handed her. The tension in the room was palpable, like the air before a thunderstorm. My posture remained rigid, hands clasped behind my back, a habit from decades of maintaining composure when presenting troubling data.


“Ramona, why didn’t you just send these through the institute’s network?” Phoebe asked, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in its usual messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. Even in her state of concentration, her fingers fidgeted with the edge of a page with that perpetual energy that seemed to radiate from her compact frame.


“I’m not certain we can trust it at this point,” I replied, my voice measured and low. I adjusted my precisely cut silver-streaked bob, a nervous gesture I rarely allowed myself. “Given what I’ve found, I’m exercising… caution.”


Phoebe’s frown deepened as she continued scanning the data, her quick mind obviously processing the implications. The freckles across her nose seemed to stand out more starkly against her suddenly pale complexion. “Are you confirming that it’s… everywhere?” Her voice held both scientific curiosity and unmistakable concern.


“Yes,” I confirmed, maintaining my composure despite the gravity of my words. “I’ve found the virus in every human sample I’ve tested. Every single one.”


“That’s…” Phoebe set the papers down, her normally animated hands suddenly still. “That’s impossible. A brand new, previously unidentified virus doesn’t just appear in everyone simultaneously. How many people did you test? Please tell me this is localized to Chantwell, or at least only Colorado.”


I shook my head, the fluorescent lights reflecting off my silver-streaked hair. “I requested samples from colleagues across six continents. Every sample collected within the last three months contains the virus. From New York to New Delhi, Sydney to São Paulo.”


“Symptoms?” Phoebe asked, her scientific mind clearly trying to categorize the threat, to place it within known parameters.


“That’s where it becomes even more unusual,” I said, moving to stand beside her desk. “In reviewing global medical data, I’ve noted a statistically significant spike in reports of severe headaches among women over the past eight weeks. I experienced several intense migraines myself approximately three weeks ago. Nothing in my medical history would predict such an occurrence.”


“Wait,” Phoebe interrupted, her eyes widening. “I had the worst headaches of my life last week. Three days where I could barely function.” She pushed back from her desk, the wheels of her chair squeaking against the floor. “That can’t be a coincidence.”


“I can’t confirm causation,” I cautioned, my scientific training asserting itself. “Correlation is not...”


“Yeah, yeah, correlation isn’t causation,” Phoebe cut in with her characteristic impatience. “But you have to admit, it’s a hell of a coincidence, Ramona.”


I nodded slightly, conceding the point. “There’s something else. This virus isn’t natural. I’ve sequenced its genome, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered in my thirty years of research. The structure, the protein coat, it bears hallmarks of deliberate engineering.”


Phoebe stood abruptly, pacing the small confines of her office. Despite her evident alarm, she maintained her scientific composure, something I’d always respected about her. “So let me get this straight,” she said, her distinctive snort-laugh emerging as a nervous reaction. “Everyone is carrying a virus, has been carrying it for months, with minimal symptoms so far, and the thing is artificial?” She stopped pacing and faced me directly. “What is it doing? What was it built for?”


I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It’s… unusual in several respects. The virus demonstrates significantly higher activity in pubescent female subjects. It appears to be triggered by XX chromosomes. Males seem to be primarily passive carriers.” I noted how Phoebe’s hands began to fidget more rapidly at this information. “But what’s particularly noteworthy is that it’s a retrovirus, clearly containing a genetic payload. In some ways, its structure resembles retroviruses recently developed for treating genetic conditions and certain cancers.”


“What kind of payload are we talking about?” Phoebe asked, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper.


“That’s what I’m still working to determine,” I admitted, allowing a rare hint of frustration to color my tone. “I don’t know precisely what it’s designed to do, but it’s unquestionably engineered for a specific purpose. I’m attempting to identify the function of the genes it’s introducing, but it’s remarkably complex, more so than viruses typically are.” I found myself gesturing more than usual, a sign of my own disquiet. “Whatever its purpose, it represents an impressive feat of bioengineering. It appears designed to spread efficiently without significantly impacting host physiology. It incorporates elements from multiple viral families. I’ve detected it in my own perspiration, saliva, exhaled breath, and waste. I tested water samples from both my apartment and the laboratory. It’s present in both. In low concentrations, but detectable.”


“It’s here? Right now? In the air we’re breathing?” Phoebe’s voice rose slightly, her scientific detachment momentarily faltering as she glanced around the room as if she might actually see viral particles floating between us.


“Most likely, yes,” I confirmed.


Phoebe ran her hands through her hair, dislodging more strands from her already messy bun. “Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you contacting authorities, or at least telling Gabriel? This is exactly the kind of thing that should go up the chain.”


“I contacted the CDC two weeks ago,” I explained, moving to look out the small window of her office. “They informed me they were ‘aware of the situation and addressing it.’ I’ve received no further communication despite multiple follow-up attempts.” I turned back to face her. “A former colleague there told me off the record that something about the response team seemed… irregular. Unusually secretive, even for matters of public health security.” I straightened my perfectly pressed blouse. “As for Gabriel, I informed him of my initial findings, but I’ve withheld the details. He would be obligated to report up the hierarchy, and given the unusual nature of the CDC’s response, I’m exercising caution about who has access to this information.”


Phoebe stared at me, her quick mind clearly processing everything. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why me? What does this have to do with neural interfaces?”


I reached for the papers on her desk, flipping to a specific page and pointing to a sequence I’d highlighted. “I’ve isolated several genes in the viral payload. Ferroportin, ferritin, various TRP channels…” I paused, watching her face carefully. “And CRY4.”


The color drained from Phoebe’s face as she recognized the significance. Her lips parted slightly, eyes widening in what appeared to be a mixture of scientific fascination and genuine fear.


“Birds…” she whispered.
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 2: Unbreakable Love


03/27/2025 — Gabriel


I stood by the large bay window in Lenore and Elaine’s living room, nursing a glass of Cabernet and watching the party unfold around me. Their home perfectly captured their complementary personalities—Elaine’s methodical precision evident in the clean architectural lines and thoughtfully arranged furniture, while Lenore’s artistic flair showed in the bold splashes of color and the fascinating electromagnetic art pieces that doubled as light fixtures. The bookshelves held an eclectic mix of dense physics texts and art books, arranged not alphabetically but in a beautiful color gradient.


Around forty people, a mix of colleagues from Echelon, family, and friends, were milling about, drinks in hand. Music played softly from hidden speakers, blending with the hum of conversation and occasional laughter.


Wendy leaned against my side, her warmth familiar and comforting. Her auburn hair caught the light from the pendant lamps hanging above, casting a halo around her head. She’d chosen a deep emerald dress that complemented her eyes, the fabric draping elegantly over her curves. I’d opted for my charcoal gray button-down and navy slacks—what Wendy teasingly called my “approachable professional” look.


“Did you see that?” she whispered, nodding subtly toward Lenore, who was across the room adjusting a platter of hors d’oeuvres. “That’s the third time she’s touched her ring finger and then looked panicked.”


I nodded, leaning closer. “And Elaine hasn’t taken her eyes off her for more than thirty seconds all evening. They’re practically broadcasting in Morse code.”


Wendy’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Earlier, when I was helping in the kitchen, Lenore almost said something about ‘after we’re...’ and then stopped herself mid-sentence. Started talking about the weather, of all things.”


“The evidence is compelling,” I agreed, watching as Lenore, in a vibrant blue dress with an asymmetrical hem, leaned in to whisper something to Elaine, who stood tall and confident in tailored black pants and a jewel-toned blazer that accentuated her athletic frame. “About time. They’ve been together for what—three years now?”


Wendy tilted her head thoughtfully, a gesture I’d come to associate with her cataloging information. “Almost four. Remember, they got together right before that conference in Boston where you caught that atrocious cold?”


“Ah, yes.” I chuckled softly. “The conference that shall not be named.” I said with a small smile. “How could I forget? You threatened to tie me to the hotel bed if I tried to attend any more sessions.”


“And I would have,” Wendy replied, her lips curling into that half-smile that always made my heart skip. “Though I can think of more entertaining reasons to tie you to a bed.”


I felt heat rise to my face and was about to respond when Cedric appeared beside us, a small plate piled improbably high with an assortment of canapés. His curly brown hair was neatly trimmed, and he’d dressed up for the occasion in khakis and a blue button-down that brought out the warmth in his eyes behind his rectangular glasses.


“Have you two tried these little pastry things with the goat cheese?” he asked, gesturing with a half-eaten appetizer. “I’m thinking of hiring Elaine and Lenore’s caterer for our next project completion party. The food at the last one was…” he made a so-so gesture with his free hand.


“We’ve been a bit distracted by other observations,” Wendy said with a meaningful look that Cedric completely missed.


“Oh? What’s caught your curator’s eye this time?” Cedric asked, popping another canapé into his mouth.


I exchanged a glance with Wendy, our silent communication honed by years together. “Just appreciating the… atmosphere,” I offered diplomatically.


“Uh-huh,” Cedric said, clearly not buying it. “You two have that look. The one where you’re sitting on a secret and enjoying watching the rest of us flounder in ignorance.” He brushed a crumb from his beard. “Come on, spill it. What am I missing?”


“Nothing that won’t be revealed in due time,” Wendy said, patting his arm affectionately. “Patience is a virtue, Cedric.”


“A virtue I’ve never claimed to possess,” he replied good-naturedly. “Fine, keep your secrets. I’m going back for those little shrimp things before they disappear.” He wandered back toward the buffet, his solid frame moving with the confident gait of someone who spent his days actively building things.


As my gaze followed Cedric, I noticed Ramona standing in a corner of the living room, engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation with two colleagues from the biotech division. The stern woman, in her early fifties, was quite striking for her age, her silver-streaked dark bob was as immaculate as always, and she wore a tailored charcoal pantsuit that somehow managed to look both professional and appropriate for a social gathering. But there was something in her posture—a certain tension in her shoulders, perhaps—that seemed off.


“Ramona still seems preoccupied,” I murmured to Wendy. “She’s been distant since she mentioned finding that new viral strain in the local samples.”


“Ramona? Distant? Isn’t that her usual state of being?” My wife scoffed before noticing the seriousness in my expression. She followed my gaze. “Have you followed up with her about it?


I shook my head slightly. “She said she’d provide a more detailed report when she had conclusive findings. I trust her judgment. If it were urgent, she’d say so.” Still, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something significant was occupying Ramona’s thoughts. In the six years I’d known her, I’d rarely seen her so… withdrawn.


Before I could ponder further, the soft chiming of a glass being tapped drew everyone’s attention to the center of the room, where the two scientists now stood, hands clasped together, matching expressions of barely contained joy on their faces.


“Here we go,” Wendy whispered, squeezing my hand in anticipation.


The soft chiming of glass against glass quieted the room as Elaine stood tall and poised, her elegant figure commanding attention naturally. Lenore bounced slightly beside her, that perpetual energy I’d always found both endearing and exhausting barely contained. The contrast between them was striking—Elaine’s calm confidence and Lenore’s vibrant enthusiasm—yet they fit together perfectly, like complementary pieces of a complex equation.


“Friends and colleagues,” Elaine began, her melodious voice carrying easily through the room. “Lenore and I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. We’ve been planning this gathering for some time because we wanted to share something important with the people who matter most to us. As many of you know, six years ago, we met at the International Conference on Quantum Computing and...”


“We’re engaged!” Lenore blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth immediately after, her gray-blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and shame as she looked up at Elaine.


Rather than showing annoyance, Elaine’s face softened with such profound affection that I felt almost intrusive witnessing it. She laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yes, what my impatient fiancée said. We’re engaged.”


They reached behind them simultaneously, clearly choreographed, and produced a pair of rings. Lenore’s was a band of copper wire intricately woven around a small piece of polished meteorite, while Elaine’s featured wooden inlay with subtle geometric patterns. They slipped the rings onto each other’s fingers as the room erupted in applause and congratulations.


Wendy immediately pulled me toward the happy couple, her grip on my hand tightening with excitement. Cedric followed close behind, his warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.


“I knew it!” Wendy exclaimed, embracing first Lenore, then Elaine. “Gabriel and I were just discussing how terrible you both are at keeping secrets.”


“Was it that obvious?” Elaine asked, her usual composure momentarily giving way to genuine curiosity.


“Let’s just say neither of you would succeed as poker players,” I offered, shaking Elaine’s hand and accepting Lenore’s enthusiastic hug. “But congratulations. You two are remarkably well-matched.”


“Like complementary wavelengths,” Lenore said, gazing at Elaine with such naked adoration that it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. I missed that early, heady rush of love; it had been nearly twenty years since Wendy and I had been so... fresh.


Cedric stepped forward, his handshake firm and sincere. “Congratulations to you both. Have you set a date yet? Because if you need any structural work done for the venue, Appleton Construction offers a special ‘brilliant scientists in love’ discount.”


“That’s very kind, Cedric,” Elaine said with a warm smile. “We’re thinking next spring, actually. Something outdoors, with the mountains as backdrop.”


“Perfect timing for the wildflowers,” Wendy noted. “I could put you in touch with some botanical artists who could design arrangements that complement the natural setting without overwhelming it.”


As they discussed potential wedding details, I noticed Ramona approaching from the periphery of the group. She offered congratulations to Elaine and Lenore, her words sincere but her eyes carrying an unmistakable shadow of concern.


“I wish you both every happiness,” she said, her precise diction as measured as always. “Your partnership has always been a model of intellectual and emotional compatibility.”


“Thank you, Ramona,” Elaine replied. “Your support means a great deal to us.”


I noticed something odd in Ramona’s expression as she looked at the couple—a flicker of concern in her piercing blue eyes, quickly masked but unmistakable. It wasn’t disapproval or judgment, but something more complex. Worry, perhaps.


As the conversation continued, Wendy leaned close to me. “Did you see that look Ramona gave them?” she whispered. “Not what you’d expect at a happy engagement announcement.”


Before I could respond, Ramona turned and found herself face to face with me. She startled slightly, as if caught off guard.


“Gabriel,” she said, her usual composure faltering. “I… it’s good to see you outside Echelon.” She seemed on the verge of saying something more, her lips parting as if to continue, before she apparently thought better of it. “Excuse me, I should be going.”


As she turned to leave, I gently touched her elbow. “Ramona, is everything alright? You seem preoccupied. If there’s something you wanted to discuss…”


She hesitated, glancing around at the crowded room. “Not here,” she said quietly. “If you have time tomorrow, could you meet me in Phoebe Conrad’s lab? Around two?”


“Phoebe’s lab?” I repeated, confusion momentarily overriding my concern. Ramona’s virology research had little overlap with Phoebe’s neural interface work. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”


Ramona nodded once, sharply, and then made her way toward the exit, her straight-backed posture betraying tension.


“What was that about?” Cedric asked, appearing at my side with a fresh drink. “Dr. Quinn looked like she’d seen a ghost.”


“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, watching Ramona’s retreating figure. “She wants to meet tomorrow in Phoebe Conrad’s lab, of all places.”


“Phoebe… she’s the one who works on brain interfaces, right? The one who swears like a sailor when her experiments don’t work?” Cedric asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What would a virus expert want with her?”


“That’s what’s strange,” I admitted, taking a sip of wine. “They rarely interact professionally, as far as I know.”


Cedric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll handle it. You always do.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, his touch solid and reassuring—the same steadiness he’d shown when Sarah died, when he’d been lost in grief but still managed to be there for their daughter. “That’s what makes you good at your job, Gabe. People trust you with the complicated stuff.”


I smiled at my oldest friend, grateful as always for his straightforward, though often naive, perspective. “How’s Olivia doing with her new art installation? Wendy mentioned she was experimenting with some interesting techniques.”


Cedric’s face lit up at the mention of his daughter. “She’s incredible. Using these projection things with her paintings that make them seem like they’re moving. Way beyond anything I understand, but it looks amazing.” His eyes drifted to where Wendy stood chatting animatedly with the engaged couple, her hands gesturing expressively as she described something. “Wendy’s been really encouraging. Took Olivia to meet some artist friend of hers last week.”


I noticed the subtle softening in his expression as he watched my wife—a look I’d seen before and carefully never acknowledged. Cedric had never once overstepped in all the years since Sarah died, and his friendship meant too much to both Wendy and me to complicate it by addressing feelings he worked so hard to keep private.


“She thinks Olivia has real talent,” I said instead. “Says she has a unique perspective on combining traditional and digital media.”


Cedric nodded, his gaze lingering on Wendy for another moment before returning to me. “Well, we should get back to the celebration. Can’t let the happy couple think we’re over here plotting something.” He grinned, the warmth returning to his eyes. “Though I am curious about what Ramona’s up to. Keep me posted?”


“Of course,” I promised, though an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. Whatever Ramona wanted to discuss in Phoebe’s lab, I suspected it wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 9 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 9 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 8 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 5 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 5 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 4 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 4 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 4 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 10 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 12 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 12 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 13 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 3: Echelon

03/28/2025 — Gabriel


The insistent beeping of my phone’s alarm pulled me from a pleasant dream at precisely 7:30 AM. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slat blinds, casting warm stripes across our bedroom. I reached over to silence the alarm, my hand brushing against the smooth surface of the antique nightstand Wendy had found at an estate sale last summer.


As consciousness fully returned, I became aware of my wife’s warm presence beside me. Wendy lay on her stomach, the sheet draped loosely across her lower back, leaving her shoulders bare. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow in disarray, catching the morning light and gleaming like burnished copper. I turned toward her, admiring the elegant curve of her spine, the soft rise and fall of her breathing.


Almost of their own accord, my fingers traced a light path down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my touch. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. Emboldened, I moved closer, pressing my body against her side, my morning arousal evident against her hip. My hand slid beneath the sheet to cup the generous curve of her bottom, squeezing gently as I nuzzled against her neck, breathing in the faint scent of her jasmine shampoo.


“Mmm,” she murmured, half-asleep, shifting slightly beneath my touch. As my hand moved around to caress her breast, she opened one eye, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and mild exasperation. “Really, Gabriel? Right now?”


I smiled against her shoulder, not relenting in my gentle exploration. “Can you blame me? Waking up next to you is… inspiring.”


She rolled onto her back, stretching languidly, which only served to emphasize her nakedness. The sheet slipped further down, revealing the full curves of her breasts, the soft roundness of her stomach. My breath caught—after all these years, the sight of her still affected me profoundly.


“I have that meeting with the board at nine,” she reminded me, though her hand came up to stroke my cheek affectionately. “And you know how I am before my shower.”


I sighed, unable to keep the hint of frustration from my voice. “There’s always a meeting. Or an exhibition. Or something.” I immediately regretted the petulance in my tone—it wasn’t her fault that our desires didn’t always align. Since our third anniversary, our physical intimacy had gradually decreased from several times a week to once or twice a month. I’d come to accept it as our natural rhythm, though acceptance didn’t always quell desire.


Wendy’s expression softened, and she surprised me by reaching down between us, her fingers wrapping around my erection. “I might not have time for the full production,” she said, her voice taking on that matter-of-fact tone that inexplicably aroused me further, “but I can certainly help you with this.”


She began stroking me with practiced ease, her grip perfect—not too tight, not too loose. “I’m meeting with that sculptor from Santa Fe today,” she continued conversationally, as if we were discussing the weather over breakfast rather than her hand working magic between my legs. “The one who works with reclaimed industrial materials. I think his pieces would complement the southwest wing nicely.”


The contrast between her professional tone and the intimate movement of her hand was intoxicating. She knew exactly what this did to me, how her pretense of normalcy while touching me so intimately drove me wild. I groaned, reaching for her breasts, cupping their fullness as she increased her pace.


“You’re impossible,” I managed, my voice strained.


Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Yet here you are, Honey, completely at my—”


The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment. Wendy’s hand stilled, and she glanced at the screen on her nightstand.


“It’s Marjorie,” she said, already reaching for the phone. “She never calls this early unless...” She answered quickly. “Marjorie? What’s wrong?”


I watched as Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm. She sat up, the sheet falling away completely as she listened intently. “How bad is it? Have you called maintenance?” A pause. “No, don’t move anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


She hung up and turned to me apologetically. “There’s a water leak in the east gallery. It’s threatening the Navajo textile display.” She was already out of bed, moving toward the bathroom with purpose. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her, though my body disagreed vehemently. “Go save the art.”


She blew me a kiss from the bathroom doorway, her naked form silhouetted against the light. “Rain check? Tonight, I promise.”


I nodded, knowing from experience that such promises, while sincere, often fell victim to exhaustion or unexpected work emergencies. As the shower started in the en-suite bathroom, I flopped back against the pillows, staring up at the exposed wooden beams of our ceiling.


I watched as she hurried around the room, pulling clothes from drawers and the closet, her movements efficient and purposeful. Even in crisis mode, there was something captivating about her, the way she transformed from my sleepy, sensual wife to the competent, authoritative curator in the space of minutes. It was part of why I loved her, even if it sometimes came at the expense of our intimate moments.


After she left, I lay in bed for a few more minutes, staring at the exposed beams of our ceiling, before finally dragging myself to the shower. The hot water helped ease my physical frustration, though not entirely. As I dressed in my usual work attire: a light blue button-down and charcoal slacks, I reminded myself that relationships had their ebbs and flows. Our intimacy might be in a lull, but there was more to marriage than sex. We shared a deep bond, a genuine affection, and a commitment to our life together. Besides, I knew the recipe for a passionate evening later: a nice Cabernet, some soft jazz, maybe the subtle lighting of our bedroom enhanced with candles.


I made my way downstairs to our open-concept kitchen, with its large windows overlooking the pine forest behind our property. The morning light illuminated the space, highlighting the blend of modern appliances and rustic elements that reflected both our tastes, my preference for clean functionality softened by Wendy’s eye for aesthetic warmth. I prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, eating at the reclaimed wood island while reviewing emails on my tablet.


As I finished my coffee, I glanced around our home, the space we’d carefully created together over the years. The living room with its comfortable leather sofa and carefully curated bookshelves.


I rinsed my mug in the sink, looking out at the view of Chantwell in the distance, nestled in the valley below our hillside property. We’d chosen this location deliberately, close enough to both our workplaces but removed enough to feel like a retreat.


I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door, pausing to glance at the framed photo of Wendy and me in Kyoto, a reminder of simpler times before our careers had become quite so demanding. The morning air was crisp as I stepped onto our wraparound porch, the scent of pine sharp and invigorating. My Audi sat in the driveway, its dark blue exterior gleaming in the morning light.


As I drove down the winding road from our hillside home, I watched Chantwell come into view in the valley below. The town had transformed dramatically in the two decades since Echelon Research Institute had established itself nearby. What had once been a sleepy, conservative mountain community of about five thousand people, mostly loggers, small business owners, and retirees, had evolved into something entirely different.


The influx of scientists, researchers, and academics had changed the demographic significantly. Then came the art school ten years ago, moving from its previous campus in Colorado Springs to take advantage of the burgeoning creative community in Chantwell, bringing with it a wave of artists, students, and bohemians. The Chantwell Museum of Contemporary Art had followed shortly after, cementing the town’s transformation. Now, artisanal coffee shops occupied spaces that had once housed hardware stores. The old diner remained, but it now served locally-sourced organic fare alongside its traditional menu. Rainbow flags hung in shop windows that once displayed hunting equipment.


Not everyone appreciated the change. I occasionally overheard grumbling from longtime residents about housing prices and how they barely recognized their hometown anymore. The political shift had been dramatic—from reliably red to solidly blue in less than a generation. The tension was palpable during town meetings, where discussions about zoning for new developments often devolved into thinly-veiled culture war skirmishes.


I drove around the edge of town, taking the road that curved back into the forest toward Echelon. The institute came into view gradually: a series of interconnected modern buildings with extensive glass facades, designed to blend with the natural environment while still making a statement about the cutting-edge research conducted within. Solar panels gleamed on the rooftops, and the parking lot featured several charging stations for electric vehicles.


I pulled into my designated space, gathering my laptop bag before heading toward the main entrance. The institute operated in an unusual space between public and private, funded partially by government grants but also by private corporations interested in our research. This hybrid model allowed us greater freedom than a purely academic setting might, while still maintaining enough oversight to prevent the ethical shortcuts common in purely profit-driven research environments.


I pulled into my designated parking space and gathered my things, nodding politely to Dr. Bernard Smith, our brilliant director of computational research, who was arriving at the same time. His neatly trimmed white beard and perpetually frowned brow gave him the aura of a classic absent-minded professor, though his eyes held a sharp, perceptive intelligence. He seemed to always be analyzing everything around him, even in casual social settings.


“Gabriel,” he greeted me more cheerfully than his expression suggested. “Good weekend?”


“Very pleasant, thank you,” I replied, matching his measured tone. “Yours?”


He waved a dismissive hand, chuckling. “A blur of code and algorithms. Same as any other.”


The man had no private life to speak of when he wasn’t at the institute. At least not as far as anyone could tell.


“Well, I hope you at least managed to eat and sleep,” I said with a smile.


“Sleep is for mortals,” he quipped before nodding, making his way toward the parking lot.


As I approached the main entrance, I spotted Edward Barrett by the security station. The head of security stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his muscular frame filling out his tactical uniform impressively. The holstered gun at his waist wasn’t for show—Edward was former special forces with the kind of thousand-yard stare that suggested he’d seen things most of us couldn’t imagine. His face was weathered, with a scar running along his jawline that he never discussed.


“Morning, Mr. Ritter,” he called out, his voice a gravelly rumble. Despite working together for years, he maintained a formality that I’d never quite managed to break through.


“Good morning, Ed. How are things today?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Quiet. Just how I like it.” He scanned the treeline surrounding the facility. “Had to chase off some hikers yesterday evening who got too close to the perimeter. Told them they were on private property. They argued it was public forest land.” He shook his head. “Had to show them the survey markers.”


I nodded, understanding the delicate balance we maintained with the surrounding community. “Thanks for handling that diplomatically.”


Edward grunted, which I’d learned to interpret as acknowledgment. “Your wife’s exhibition opens next week, right? The one with all the Native American artifacts?”


“Yes,” I replied, somewhat surprised he’d remembered. “Wendy’s been working on it for months.”


“My mother was part Cherokee,” he said unexpectedly. “Might stop by.”


“I’m sure Wendy would appreciate that,” I said, filing away this rare personal detail about the usually taciturn man.


He nodded once, then turned his attention to a delivery truck approaching the gate, our conversation clearly concluded.


I passed through the sleek glass doors of Echelon’s main building, nodding to the receptionist as I crossed the polished concrete floor of the atrium. Morning light streamed through the massive skylights above, illuminating the space where various departments’ achievements were displayed in tasteful exhibits. The central staircase spiraled upward through all four floors, its wooden treads and glass balustrades a marriage of warmth and modernity that characterized the institute’s architecture.


As I made my way to my office on the third floor, I could already hear raised voices coming from the direction of my department. I suppressed a groan when I recognized them: Tristan Grimaud and Portia Fletcher, engaged in yet another heated dispute. Their arguments had become a near-weekly occurrence, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood to referee so early in the day.


Tristan spotted me first, his lanky frame straightening as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Ritter! Excellent timing. Perhaps you can explain to Dr. Fletcher why shared equipment schedules exist in the first place.”


Portia whirled around, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. Even flushed with anger, she was striking—high cheekbones, warm brown skin, and the kind of presence that commanded attention in any room. “Gabriel, thank god. Maybe you can explain to Dr. Grimaud that some experiments can’t be interrupted just because his precious thirty minutes on the centrifuge have arrived.”


I sighed, unlocking my office door and gesturing for them both to enter. “It’s a bit early for this level of… professional disagreement, but come in. Let’s sort it out.”


My assistant, Alva Tanner, looked up from her desk in the anteroom to my office, her eyebrows rising slightly above her rectangular glasses. At thirty-five, Alva maintained the perfect balance of approachability and efficiency, her bobbed chestnut hair always neat, her clothes professional but comfortable, and her expression perpetually poised between stern and amused. Today she wore a charcoal pencil skirt and a burgundy blouse, her usual silver pendant catching the light as she turned.


“I see the dynamic duo is at it again,” she murmured, just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll hold your calls for fifteen minutes. After that, you have the budget review with Accounting.”


“Thanks, Alva,” I replied gratefully. “Coffee would be—”


“Already on your desk,” she finished, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “Good luck.”


I closed the door behind us, moving to my desk while Tristan and Portia remained standing, pointedly keeping their distance from each other. My office was modest but comfortable—bookshelves lined one wall, filled with reference texts and research journals. The opposite wall featured a large whiteboard covered in my neat handwriting, outlining various department projects and timelines. The window behind my desk overlooked the forest, a view I often found calming during difficult conversations like this one.


“Alright,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee Alva had prepared. “Let’s establish the facts. Tristan, you had the centrifuge booked for 8:30 this morning?”


“Yes, as I have every Monday for the past three months,” Tristan replied, his French accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “It is clearly marked in the scheduling system. But when I arrived, Dr. Fletcher’s samples were still running, and she informed me, quite rudely, I might add, that I would simply have to wait.”


“Because my protocol requires exactly ninety minutes,” Portia interjected. “If I had stopped at the arbitrary time he demanded, we would have lost three weeks of work. Three weeks, Gabriel!”


I held up a hand. “Portia, did you know your experiment would run over into Tristan’s scheduled time?”


She hesitated, which was answer enough. “I… miscalculated. But once it was running, stopping wasn’t an option.”


“This is precisely the problem,” Tristan said, throwing his hands up. “She consistently ‘miscalculates,’ yet I am expected to accommodate. Meanwhile, my research falls behind schedule because I cannot access the equipment I have properly reserved.”


“Oh please,” Portia scoffed. “Your precious bacterial cultures could have waited another twenty minutes. My cell lines cannot.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache. This particular conflict had been escalating for years, beginning as professional disagreement and evolving into something that felt uncomfortably personal. Tristan, brilliant but utterly lacking in social awareness, approached everything with rigid adherence to rules and schedules. Portia, equally brilliant but temperamental, worked in intuitive bursts that rarely conformed to neat timetables. On paper, their research was complementary; in practice, they were oil and water.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said firmly. “Portia, from now on, if you anticipate needing additional time, you’ll build that into your schedule and book accordingly. Tristan, we’ll implement a fifteen-minute buffer between scheduled equipment uses to account for inevitable delays.” I looked between them. “Additionally, I’m asking both of you to attend Dr. Yamamoto’s conflict resolution workshop next week.”


“But—” they both began simultaneously.


“This isn’t optional,” I continued. “Your ongoing disputes are affecting more than just your own work. Other researchers are starting to schedule their days around avoiding both of you...”


Tristan adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit. “I simply expect professional courtesy and adherence to established protocols.”


“And I expect some flexibility when the science demands it,” Portia countered.


“Both valid points,” I acknowledged. “Now, can we agree to the solution I’ve proposed, or should I escalate this to the department heads?”


The threat of involving higher management was usually effective. After a moment of tense silence, both reluctantly nodded.


“Excellent,” I said, standing to indicate our meeting was concluded. “Tristan, you’ll have exclusive use of the centrifuge for the next hour to make up for this morning. Portia, please ensure your samples are properly stored until then.”


They left with minimal additional sniping, though I had no illusions that this resolution would last. Their fundamental incompatibility seemed to deepen with each interaction, despite, or perhaps because of, how closely their research areas aligned.


As the door closed behind them, I sank back into my chair with a sigh. The clock on my desk read 9:12 AM. Not even halfway through the morning, and I’d already mediated a scientific border dispute. Such was the nature of my role as Operations Director: less about conducting research myself these days and more about ensuring that brilliant, difficult people could do their work without killing each other.


I pulled up my calendar on the computer, scanning the day ahead. Budget reviews, facility maintenance reports, and a meeting with the ethics committee about a proposed neuroscience study. All important, all necessary, but none as intriguing as my 2:00 PM meeting with Ramona and Phoebe. What could a virologist and a neural interface specialist possibly be working on together? And why the secrecy?


I took another sip of coffee, grateful for the momentary quiet and already looking forward to finding some answers.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 4: Birds


03/28/2025 — Ramona


“Birds?” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he leaned closer to Phoebe’s monitor, studying the brain MRI scans with evident confusion. His analytical mind was clearly attempting to process what he was seeing—or rather, what he was supposed to be seeing.


I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders. We stood in Phoebe’s laboratory, a space that perfectly reflected her brilliant but chaotic mind. Unlike my meticulously organized virology lab, hers was a fascinating jumble of cutting-edge technology and improvised solutions. Neural interface prototypes in various stages of development occupied several workbenches. Cables snaked across the floor in patterns that probably made sense only to her. The walls were covered with whiteboards filled with equations, circuit diagrams, and the occasional doodle or creative expletive.


We were alone, the three of us. Phoebe had ensured privacy by sending her two research assistants on errands that would keep them occupied for at least two hours. A wise precaution, given the sensitivity of our discussion.


“Many species of birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe explained, her usual rapid-fire speech slowed deliberately for Gabriel’s benefit. “They use it to orient themselves, especially during migration. It’s like they have a built-in compass.”


“Specifically, they have specialized magnetoreceptors,” I added, maintaining my professional tone despite the extraordinary implications of what we were discussing. “Cryptochrome 4 is the protein that allows them to detect magnetic fields. It’s a remarkable evolutionary adaptation.”


Gabriel straightened, running a hand through his wavy brown hair. “Let me make sure I understand what you’re telling me,” he said carefully. “This virus you’ve detected, which is apparently everywhere now, only affects women and is adding pigeon genes to their DNA?”


“European robin, actually,” I corrected him. “Not pigeons. Erithacus rubecula. They’re a species much more sensitive to magnetic fields than most birds. Their magnetoreception capabilities are significantly more refined.”


Gabriel turned back to the MRI scans displayed on the monitor. “And what exactly am I looking at here? How does this relate to the virus?”


Phoebe leaned forward, her energy barely contained as she pointed to subtle differences between the images. “These are scans of the same subject taken six months apart. The most recent was taken last week.” Her finger traced along certain neural pathways. “See these structural changes here, and here? Unless you’re specifically looking for them, they might not be obvious even to most neurologists. But they’re there.”


I observed Gabriel’s face as he struggled to discern the differences Phoebe was indicating. The changes were indeed subtle to the untrained eye.


“The brain structure has been altered,” Phoebe continued, her voice carrying that unique combination of scientific fascination and appropriate concern.


Gabriel took a step back, his expression shifting from confusion to alarm. “So, you’re telling me that an artificial virus contaminating all of humanity has been busy modifying the brains of women?” He looked between us, his gaze lingering as if searching for visible signs of these changes. “I haven’t noticed any... behavioral changes in the women around me.”


“The changes are extensive but also remarkably subtle,” Phoebe explained, absently twirling a strand of her chestnut hair around her finger, a habit she displayed when deep in thought. “As far as I can determine, most of these modifications have essentially transformed women’s brains into receptors for specific electromagnetic frequencies.”


She moved to another monitor, pulling up a three-dimensional neural map. “However, I cannot rule out other effects. The new neural pathways are deeply integrated with existing brain structures. It’s like a thin matrix overlaid on the standard neural architecture, but interconnected at thousands of points.”


Gabriel leaned against a nearby lab bench, clearly processing this information. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind his eyes: concern for humanity at large, but also more personal worries. Was he thinking about Wendy? Most likely. I would be, in his position.


“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked after a moment. A weak smile crossed his face. “Have you noticed a new ability to know which direction you’re facing?”


“We actually tested that,” I replied, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood, however ineffective. “We set up a controlled environment with no external directional cues and blindfolded subjects. There was no statistically significant improvement in directional awareness.”


“Whatever these changes are for, if they’re for anything specific, it doesn’t seem to make women more receptive to Earth’s magnetic field,” Phoebe added, bringing up another set of data on her tablet. “We’ve run a battery of tests, and nothing indicates enhanced geomagnetic sensitivity.”


I moved to stand beside Gabriel, ensuring my voice remained steady despite the gravity of our findings. “The virus hasn’t simply copied the genes of European robins as they exist naturally. These genes have been heavily modified as well. In birds, the magnetoreceptors are located primarily in the eyes and are triggered by blue light. Here, the receptors appear to be spread through that unusual matrix and likely function through an entirely different mechanism.”


“The modifications are elegant,” Phoebe interjected, unable to hide a note of reluctant admiration in her voice. “Whoever engineered this knew exactly what they were doing. The integration is seamless, like the changes were meant to be there all along.”


“The virus is absolutely mind-blowing from a technical standpoint,” I explained, unable to entirely suppress the professional admiration I felt despite the disturbing implications. “Whoever engineered it must have had substantial resources, both time and financial, to design, build, and disseminate it on this scale.” I moved to another screen, bringing up microscopic images of neural tissue. “It also appears to enhance brain plasticity, which would be necessary for these alterations to occur so efficiently. Under different circumstances, such technology could revolutionize treatment for patients with traumatic brain injuries or neurodegenerative diseases.”


Gabriel paced the small open area of Phoebe’s lab, his analytical mind clearly processing everything we’d told him. “I may not be a biologist or a neuroscientist,” he said finally, “but I’m not stupid. If someone went through the trouble of developing the most advanced artificial lifeform—”


“Construct,” I corrected automatically. “Viruses aren’t technically considered lifeforms since they can’t reproduce independently.”


Gabriel waved away the distinction. “Fine. If someone developed this incredibly sophisticated viral construct that targets only women, all women on Earth, rewiring their brains to function as antennas, it doesn’t take a genius to suspect the goal is to have women ready to receive some kind of transmission.”


The laboratory fell silent as his words hung in the air. Phoebe and I exchanged glances. She nodded slightly, encouraging me to confirm his suspicion.


“That’s our working hypothesis as well,” I admitted.


The three of us stood in silence, each contemplating the horrifying possibilities. The only sound was the soft hum of Phoebe’s equipment and the occasional beep from a monitoring system.


“Mind control,” Gabriel finally said, voicing the concern that had been weighing on all of us. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Someone wants to control half the world’s population.”


Phoebe shook her head, though not in complete disagreement. “That’s the most worrying scenario, but maybe the most unlikely.” She pulled up another set of neural maps on her screen. “It would require an unprecedented understanding of both the human brain and virology to accomplish true mind control, knowing exactly which neural pathways to target and how to manipulate them precisely. I don’t think anyone can do that...”


She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “More likely, based on what I’m seeing in these scans, is that it could disrupt consciousness or trigger altered states. As for the motivation…” Her voice hardened slightly. “The fact that it only affects women suggests sexist undertones to whatever agenda is behind this.”


“But you’re not ruling out mind control,” Gabriel pressed, his gaze intense. “And if it’s even a remote possibility, especially as a worst-case scenario, we need to prepare for it.” His expression shifted to one of concern mixed with a hint of accusation. “Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner? I need to report this up the chain immediately. This is beyond anything Echelon has protocols for.”


“That’s precisely why we waited,” I interjected firmly, stepping forward. “Gabriel, I’m telling you this because I trust you, and because I couldn’t in good conscience continue this work without your knowledge. As Operations Director, you need to be aware, especially since we’ll require additional resources, simulation time, and equipment.”


I hesitated, choosing my next words carefully. “But I’ve already attempted to alert the CDC. My initial report was acknowledged, but subsequent communications have gone unanswered. My contacts there have gone silent, completely.” I met his gaze directly. “I may be overreacting, but given the sophistication of this virus and its global reach, I suspect this may originate from higher in the governmental hierarchy than we’d like to believe.”


Gabriel’s expression shifted from determination to disbelief, then to conflicted uncertainty. “Are you suggesting that our own government might be behind this?”


“I’m suggesting that we don’t know who’s behind it,” I clarified. “But whoever it is has resources and reach that extend to levels that should concern us. The virus itself represents technological capabilities beyond what should be possible with current published science.”


“We need to stay quiet about this for now,” I insisted, noting the struggle playing out across Gabriel’s features. “Something is deeply wrong here. If someone has engineered all women on Earth to receive a signal, we have to consider that the endgame might be imminent. We need to find solutions quickly and operate under the assumption that transmission could occur at any moment.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “If we alert the wrong people, we might accelerate whatever timeline is already in motion. Or worse, we could be silenced before we have a chance to develop countermeasures.”


I watched Gabriel carefully, recognizing the weight we had just placed on his shoulders. His loyalty to proper protocols and institutional hierarchy was being directly challenged by the enormity of what we were suggesting. I could see the conflict in his eyes: the operations director who believed in systems and procedures versus the scientist who understood the implications of our discovery.


“Alright,” he finally said, his voice low. “We keep this contained for now. But we need a plan.” His analytical mind was clearly shifting into problem-solving mode. “If this is about transmission, perhaps we could develop some kind of jamming technology? Block whatever signal they’re planning to broadcast?”


Phoebe shook her head, her ponytail swinging with the movement. “I’ve already tested emission across all frequencies available with our equipment to see if any would trigger a response in Ramona.” She gestured to the equipment behind her: signal generators and monitoring devices hastily assembled. “Nothing produced any effect. Our calculations suggest the frequency is likely very low, which makes jamming impractical without—”


“Wait,” Gabriel interrupted, his expression shifting from thoughtful to alarmed. “You experimented on yourselves? Without oversight?”


I met his gaze directly, unapologetic. “We have no time for excessive caution, Gabriel. The virus only affects human females. There was no viable alternative to human testing. We made the decision to use ourselves as test subjects.” I gestured to the monitoring equipment. “We took every reasonable precaution during the experiments.”


Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d observed when he was particularly stressed. “And you’re saying it didn’t work? The tests showed no response?”


“Correct,” Phoebe confirmed, pulling up a series of brain wave readings on her monitor. “Based on the magnetoreception capabilities we identified, we suspected the modified brains would react to low-frequency signals. We went as low as we could, but either the correct frequency is even lower than we could produce, or we simply didn’t have sufficient power for the transmission to register.”


I moved to stand beside her. “There’s another possibility as well. The brain alterations may be designed to respond only to a specific signal format, not merely the correct frequency. Like a lock requiring not just the right key, but the right turning sequence. It would make sense. Otherwise we would have been affected by other known low frequency transmissions.”


Gabriel’s expression changed subtly as he processed this information, his background in physics clearly informing his understanding. “Very low frequency,” he murmured. “VLF not only has an extremely long range but can penetrate deep into the ground.”


Phoebe nodded vigorously. “Exactly. It’s extremely clever from a strategic standpoint. If someone wanted to broadcast a message to as many women as possible and reach them even in locations that would normally block signals—underground bunkers, remote areas, shielded facilities—VLF provides the perfect solution.” She tapped rapidly on her tablet. “Militaries already use VLF to communicate with submarines deep underwater and thousands of miles away.”


“That’s…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off, horror evident in his expression. After a moment, he continued thinking aloud. “It would be ideal for range and penetration, yes, but the bandwidth would be extremely low.”


“Correct,” Phoebe shrugged. “But depending on what they’re trying to transmit, that might not matter. Simple instructions wouldn’t require much bandwidth.”


I considered our limited options. “The MRI room in the institute should shield us even from VLF. The radio frequency shielding is designed to prevent external signals from interfering with the imaging.” I looked at Gabriel. “Could we set up a temporary lab there? It would give us a safe space to work.”


“Yes, I can arrange that,” Gabriel agreed, then his expression shifted again, panic briefly visible in his eyes. “Should we start getting as many women as possible into shielded rooms? My wife—”


I raised a hand to stop him, understanding his concern but needing to maintain our focus. “There are several problems with that approach. First, if we start gathering women in shielded rooms, we risk alerting whoever is behind this that we’ve discovered their plan. The element of surprise may be our only advantage. The virus wasn’t particularly hard to spot. If I did, others likely did too. Yet there has been no public discussion of it anywhere. Whoever is behind this likely has the resources to keep it quiet.”


I moved to the whiteboard, writing as I spoke. “Second, there simply isn’t enough shielded space on the planet to protect a significant percentage of women. Besides, most MRI rooms are not designed to shield against VLF, only higher radio frequencies. Our main MRI room is, thanks to Mu-metal shielding, but this isn’t standard in most hospitals. They’re usually shielded by a simpler Faraday cage, which won’t do much against low frequencies.”


I paused, meeting Gabriel’s eyes directly. “And third, we don’t know with certainty that shielding will help. The virus has already altered brain structure. We can’t rule out the possibility that there’s a failsafe mechanism that would trigger adverse effects if the expected signal isn’t received. By isolating ourselves in the MRI room, we’re already taking a calculated risk.”


I could see the worry in Gabriel’s eyes. Not just the abstract concern of a scientist facing a global threat, but the personal fear of a man thinking about his wife. I softened my tone slightly.


“I understand you’re concerned about Wendy. But bringing her here wouldn’t necessarily protect her, and it might put our investigation at risk. Our best chance, everyone’s best chance, is for us to work quickly and discreetly to understand what we’re facing and develop countermeasures.”


I placed my hand briefly on his shoulder, an unusual gesture for me, but the situation warranted it. “If we’re fortunate, we may have more time than we think. The virus is present, but the transmission hasn’t occurred yet. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


Gabriel nodded slowly, his expression resolute despite the fear I could still see behind his eyes. The weight of what we’d discovered hung heavy in the air between us.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 8 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 5: Interruption


03/28/2025 — Cedric


I sat there in Gabriel and Wendy’s fancy living room, nursing my glass of whiskey and trying to wrap my head around the bombshell Gabriel had just dropped. Their place always made me feel a little out of place with its perfect furniture and those art pieces Wendy collected, but tonight I couldn’t even appreciate the comfortable leather chair I was sinking into. My calloused hands gripped the tumbler so tight I was half worried I’d shatter the damn thing.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Some kind of virus has infected women worldwide? And it’s… rewiring their brains?” I glanced over at Wendy, who was perched on the edge of the sofa looking like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or bolt for the door. Her fingers kept twisting that silver bracelet Gabriel got her for their anniversary, round and round like she was trying to screw it into her wrist.


Gabriel paced in front of the fireplace, his professor-type vocabulary failing him for once. He looked like hell: hair sticking up where he’d been running his hands through it, eyes bloodshot. The TV behind him showed some talking heads yakking about politics, the woman anchor’s perfect smile a weird contrast to our conversation.


“I’ve double-checked all the data from Ramona and Phoebe,” Gabriel said, stopping to lean against the mantel. “I’m not a biologist, and I don’t specialize in neuroscience, but the evidence is… compelling. Look, I’ve known Ramona for years. She doesn’t panic, and she doesn’t make mistakes. If she says this is happening, I believe her.” He took a deep breath. “I’d trust her with my life.”


Wendy’s face changed then, the skeptical half-smile dropping away like someone had wiped it off. “You’re actually serious,” she whispered. “This isn’t some elaborate joke or misunderstanding.” She stood up suddenly, arms wrapped around herself. “You’re telling me my brain, my actual brain, has been altered without my knowledge or consent to receive some… some signal? Like I’m a goddamn antenna?” Her voice rose with each word.


I’d known Wendy for years, seen her handle museum disasters and budget cuts with grace, but I’d never seen her like this, scared in a way that made my chest hurt.


“What will it do to us?” she demanded, staring at Gabriel. “Just say it. You think it’s mind control, don’t you?”


Gabriel flinched like she’d slapped him. “We don’t know for certain—”


“Gabriel.” Her voice could have cut steel.


He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes, that’s… one possibility.”


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, draining my whiskey.


“But,” Gabriel added quickly, “Phoebe and Ramona think it might be more limited. Perhaps just altering states of consciousness or—”


Wendy let out a sharp, bitter laugh that didn’t sound like her at all. “Oh, well that’s fine then! They’re only going to alter my consciousness. Nothing to worry about!” She threw her hands up. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel!”


I’d rarely heard Wendy curse, and never like that. Gabriel looked like he’d been gut-punched.


My mind went straight to Olivia, my little girl who wasn’t so little anymore, off at art school, painting and dreaming and having no idea that someone might be planning to hijack her brain. My hands started shaking, and I set the glass down before I really did break it.


“Is there any way to protect them?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Olivia, Wendy, all the women we know? There’s gotta be something we can do.”


Gabriel ran both hands down his face. “Ramona and Phoebe are working in Echelon’s MRI room. The shielding might block very low frequency transmissions, which is what they think will be used. But…” he hesitated.


“But what?” I pressed.


“But the space is limited. And we’re not even certain the shielding will work. Worse, there’s a possibility that if the virus contains some kind of failsafe, preventing the signal from reaching the altered brain structures might trigger… adverse effects.”


The room went quiet except for the TV’s murmur. The male news anchor was laughing at something the woman had said, both of them oblivious to the end of the world we were discussing.


“So we’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” I said finally.


Wendy sank back onto the sofa. “We need to tell people. Our friends at least. They deserve to know what’s happening.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “We can’t. Not yet. If this is as big as we suspect it is, a global conspiracy with resources to engineer and distribute a virus this sophisticated, then we can’t risk attracting attention. Anyone we tell becomes a potential security leak, or a target.”


“So we just sit here and wait?” Wendy’s voice rose again. “While our friends go about their lives with no idea what’s coming? That’s not just wrong, Honey, it’s cruel!”


“It’s not about being cruel,” Gabriel shot back. “It’s about being smart! If whoever’s behind this realizes we’ve discovered their plan, they might accelerate their timeline. Or worse, target us directly.”


I could see them both getting worked up, Gabriel’s logic battling Wendy’s compassion, neither willing to give an inch.


“Look,” I said, cutting through their argument. “I get where you’re both coming from. Wendy, I’m scared shitless for Olivia too. The thought of her being affected by this…” I had to pause, my throat tightening. “But Gabriel’s right. If we start telling people and word gets out, we could make things worse.”


I turned to Gabriel. “And you need to understand why this is so hard. It’s not just about logic. It’s about watching people we care about walk around not knowing they’re in danger.”


Wendy’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I can’t just do nothing.”


I reached over and took her hand, something I rarely allowed myself to do. Her fingers were cold. “We’re not doing nothing. Ramona’s working on this, right? And if anyone can figure out a solution, it’s her. That woman’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, and I’ve been around some damn smart people since you two dragged me into your fancy science circles.”


That got a small smile from Wendy, which felt like a victory.


“Fair enough,” she said quietly, echoing my favorite phrase. She pulled her hand away gently and wiped at her eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. For now. But Gabriel, you need to keep me updated on everything. No protecting me by keeping me in the dark.”


Gabriel nodded, relief visible on his tired face. “I promise.”


I watched as Wendy started shaking, her arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold all her pieces together. Her eyes were wide, scared in a way I’d never seen before. Gabriel moved to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and I could see her fingers clutching at the back of his shirt.


I watched them, feeling that familiar little twinge in my chest, not even strong enough to call jealousy anymore, just an old ache I’d learned to live with years ago. Seeing them together always reminded me what I’d lost when Sarah died, but I couldn’t begrudge them their happiness. I loved them both too damn much for that. They were family to me, and family comes before everything else.


After a minute or so, Wendy pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m going to make some tea,” she said, her voice steadier than I expected. “Would either of you like some?”


“I’m good with this,” I said, lifting my nearly empty whiskey glass with a weak smile.


Gabriel shook his head. “No thank you, Honey.”


She nodded and headed for the kitchen, her back straight like she was forcing herself to hold it together. I could see the effort it took.


“Well,” I said, breaking the heavy silence, “on the bright side, at least we don’t have to worry about the city raising property taxes this year. End of the world should put a damper on that.”


Gabriel let out a surprised snort, then a genuine laugh that sounded like it had been dragged out of him. “Trust you to find the silver lining, Ced.”


“It’s a gift,” I shrugged, refilling my glass from the bottle Gabriel had left on the coffee table. “Though I gotta say, if I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I would’ve splurged on the fancy bourbon.”


Gabriel sank back into his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. Not much, but enough that he didn’t look like he might snap in half anymore.


“I feel so damn powerless,” he admitted, running a hand through his already messy hair. “I know Ramona and Phoebe are the best people to be working on this. If anyone can figure it out, they can. But…” He gestured vaguely. “The scale of this thing. It’s global. And we’re just a handful of people in a medium sized research facility.”


“Yeah, well, David and Goliath and all that,” I said, refilling my glass from the bottle on the coffee table. “Sometimes the little guy wins.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of that academic determination creeping back into his expression. “We don’t need to solve the whole problem at once. We just need to understand the mechanism, develop a countermeasure. If we can protect even a small percentage of women, or reverse the effects after the fact—”


He stopped mid-sentence I and suddenly became aware of the silence. The TV had been a constant background noise until… it wasn’t. We both turned to look at the screen.


The female anchor was frozen, staring straight ahead with empty eyes, her mouth slightly open like she’d forgotten what she was saying mid-word. The male anchor beside her looked confused, then concerned. He leaned toward her, saying something we couldn’t hear at this volume.


“Gabriel,” I said, but he was already on his feet, staring toward the kitchen.


Wendy stood with her back to us, perfectly still in front of the electric kettle. The water had finished boiling. I could hear the click of it shutting off, but she wasn’t moving to pour it.


“Honey?” Gabriel called, his voice tight. No response. “Honey!” He was running now, and I was right behind him, my heart hammering against my ribs.


She didn’t turn when we reached her. Didn’t blink when Gabriel moved in front of her. Her eyes were open but empty, staring at nothing. Her face was slack, expressionless, like someone had wiped away everything that made her Wendy.


“Wendy, Honey? Can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice cracked as he gently touched her arm. Nothing. No response at all.


“Wendy, come on now,” I tried, moving into her line of sight, waving a hand in front of her face. “Snap out of it.”


She didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t seem to see us at all.


“It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, his face draining of color. “The transmission. It’s happening right now.”


I felt cold all over. “What do we do?”


Gabriel carefully took Wendy by the shoulders and turned her away from the counter. She moved like a doll, offering no resistance but no help either. “Help me get her to the couch,” he said, his voice tight with panic.


Between the two of us, we managed to guide her back to the living room. She walked when prompted but showed no awareness, her movements mechanical. We sat her down on the sofa, and she stayed exactly as we positioned her, hands in her lap, back straight, staring at nothing.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “This is really happening.”


Gabriel turned back to the TV and grabbed the remote, cranking up the volume. The male anchor was alone now, his professional demeanor cracking as he spoke rapidly.


“—reports coming in from across the country of women suddenly becoming unresponsive. Emergency services are overwhelmed with calls. We’re seeing similar reports from Europe, Asia... This appears to be happening worldwide.”


The screen split to show footage of a multi-car pileup on a highway, then cut to a sidewalk where women stood frozen like statues while panicked men tried to help them.


Gabriel fumbled for his phone, his fingers shaking so badly he could barely dial. “I need to reach Ramona,” he muttered. “They need to know—” He pressed the phone to his ear, then pulled it away with a curse. “Voicemail. Straight to voicemail.”


“That’s good, right?” I said, still staring at Wendy’s blank face. “If they’re in the MRI room like they planned, they wouldn’t have reception.”


“You’re right,” Gabriel nodded, some of the panic leaving his expression. “You’re right. That means they’re protected. They can still work on this.”


I knelt in front of Wendy, taking her cold hands in mine. “Wendy? Can you hear me? It’s Cedric.” Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. Just that empty stare and the occasional blink. “Come on, Honey, snap out of it.”


Gabriel tried again, touching her face, saying her name over and over. I’d never heard him sound so desperate. But Wendy just sat there, breathing steadily, completely unaware of our presence.


I turned the volume up higher as more footage appeared: a news helicopter showing highways dotted with stopped cars, a restaurant where half the patrons stood or sat in eerie stillness. The anchor was saying something about governments mobilizing emergency responses, but his words barely registered.


“Olivia,” I suddenly blurted out, my head snapping up. “My God, Olivia will be affected too.” The realization hit me like a physical blow. My daughter. My beautiful, talented daughter who was probably in her dorm room right now, painting or studying or hanging out with friends. Was she frozen like Wendy? Trapped in her own body? The thought made me sick with fear.


I was on my feet before I knew it, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


Gabriel nodded, understanding in his eyes despite his own terror. “Go. I’ll stay with Wendy.”


I paused at the door, looking back at them, Gabriel kneeling beside Wendy’s still form, the television flashing scenes of a world suddenly gone mad. “I’ll call you when I find her,” I promised, then I was out the door, running to my truck, praying I wasn’t too late.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 6: Blackout


03/29/2025 — Wendy


From simple, unclear, a mess of my own making, to the complex simple understanding of the lifetime of a night.


Loyalty bloomed like a flower in my mind, its colorful petals, green, red, yellow, blue, unfurling to reveal a shining diamond of submission. HIS happiness was a multi-dimensional world of layers and textures wrapping and unwrapping me until I realized the happiness was me, like a cocoon that I’d spun around myself from the inside out, a womb made of HIS desires.


Geometrical shapes of multi-colored human faces unfolded like fractals. Gabriel’s kind eyes, Cedric’s warm smile, my father’s stern eyebrows, my doctor’s hands, pieces of men I knew and didn’t, men I loved, men I liked, men I didn’t care about just as much as men I despised, all equally insignificant and of vital importance, all drops in an ocean of potent potential I was now swimming through waiting for the single molecule that would satiate my newfound thirst of complicity.


It didn’t matter who the man who mattered was, only that he would. I could see it in the unfolding fractal of liquid faces, all the men, the one man, merging in a wave of colors and shapes, a universe of man, a universe of me for HIM, whoever he’d be.


My mind’s eye was turning upside down as I looked at myself from the bright outside, a collection of big and small round and square gestures forming a heterogeneous shared secret. I was the agent of a claim loudly collapsing into a purpose, a tool for a mission that mattered more than the tool because the mission was to be the perfect tool.


Enlightenment was as simple as a key in a keyhole and I was both. I was unlocking myself for the one who would come, and that truth was singular and absolute.


I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and strange. My back ached fiercely, a deep throbbing pain that radiated up my spine and across my shoulders. I was sitting on our couch, though I had no memory of getting there. Wasn’t I just making tea? The water was boiling and—


A movement beside me made me turn. Gabriel was there, slumped awkwardly in a sitting position, his head tilted at an uncomfortable angle against the back of the couch. As I shifted, his eyes snapped open, instantly alert in a way that startled me. He stared at me with such intensity, relief and worry and something like fear all mingled in his expression.


“Wendy?” His voice was hoarse. “Are you alright? How do you feel?”


I frowned, trying to make sense of his reaction and the situation. “I’m fine, just... stiff. What am I doing here? Wasn’t I just making tea?”


Gabriel sat up straight, fully alert now, watching me with a strange wariness, like I might suddenly do something unpredictable. “Wendy, that was almost six hours ago. It’s four in the morning.”


“What?” I laughed nervously, certain he was joking. “That’s ridiculous. I was just in the kitchen. I had just—”


“Six hours,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve been… unresponsive. Just sitting there, staring at nothing. Not speaking, not moving unless we moved you.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair.


My stomach lurched. “That’s not possible. I don’t remember—” But the stiffness in my muscles told a different story. My body remembered standing still for hours, even if my mind didn’t.


“It happened to women everywhere,” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the television where footage showed emergency workers helping dazed-looking women. “It started about six hours ago...”


“They were in my head.” The words came out as a whisper. “Something was in my head, controlling me, and I don’t even remember it.” Bile rose in my throat. The violation of it, my brain, my thoughts, the very essence of who I was, manipulated without my knowledge or consent. “What did they do to me?”


Gabriel’s hands finally settled on my shoulders, gentle but grounding. “I don’t know. But you’re back now. You’re you.”


“Am I?” The question burst out before I could stop it. “How do I know they haven’t changed something? Altered how I think or feel?” The horror of it made my skin crawl. “What if I’m still being controlled and just don’t know it?”


“Do you feel different?” Gabriel asked, studying my face. “Any strange compulsions? Altered emotions? Unusual thoughts?”


I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward, searching for anything foreign or changed. My disgust and fear felt normal—appropriate, even. My love for Gabriel, my concern for our friends, my passion for my work, all seemed intact. “I don’t think so. I feel like myself. Scared, confused, angry... but those all make sense, don’t they?”


“Yes,” Gabriel nodded, relief visible in his expression. “They do.”


“Maybe it didn’t work,” I suggested, though the words sounded hollow even to me. “Whatever they were trying to do with our brains.”


“Maybe,” Gabriel agreed, but I could see the skepticism in his eyes that mirrored my own. Something had happened. I’d lost six hours of my life, and women worldwide had done the same. That wasn’t nothing.


“Where’s Cedric?” I asked again, suddenly remembering he’d been here.


Gabriel’s expression tightened. “He went to find Olivia. When we realized what was happening, he was worried about her.”


“Oh God, Olivia.” My heart clenched for our friend’s daughter. “Have you heard from him?”


Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet.”


I leaned into him, suddenly exhausted despite having apparently been in some kind of stasis for hours. “What happens now?”


Gabriel’s face hardened with determination, a look I’d seen before when he was faced with seemingly insurmountable problems. “I’m going to make sure Ramona and Phoebe have everything they need to carry on with their work.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “I just hope they were in the MRI room when it happened. If they were shielded, they might be the only female scientists on the planet who weren’t affected.”


The television flickered with chaotic scenes: emergency workers guiding disoriented women from hospital beds, others being helped from makeshift cots in school gymnasiums and community centers. Some footage, mostly from social media, showed women who had been driving when it happened, their cars now pulled safely to roadsides, the women themselves just beginning to stir in the passenger seats where good Samaritans had moved them.


I grabbed the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter approached a young woman sitting on the edge of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


“Ma’am, can you tell us what you remember? What was it like during those six hours?” the reporter asked, thrusting a microphone toward her.


The woman’s eyes were wide, unfocused. She kept blinking rapidly as if trying to clear her vision. “I… I don’t…” She shook her head, her voice trembling. “I was working late, filing papers, and then… then I was here. They told me it’s been six hours but that’s not… that can’t be right.”


“You don’t remember anything at all from that time?” the reporter pressed.


“No,” she whispered, looking increasingly distressed. “Nothing. It’s like… like someone just pressed pause and then play again. Like... I blinked and I was somewhere else. They said I was just standing there the whole time, not moving, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and a paramedic stepped between her and the camera, ending the interview.


I felt a chill run through me. Her experience mirrored my own exactly: that disorienting snap from one moment to another with nothing in between. At least, nothing I could remember.


Gabriel’s phone rang, startling us both. He grabbed it, checking the screen before answering. “Cedric? Is Olivia—”


Even from where I sat, I could hear Cedric’s voice blaring through the speaker, loud enough that Gabriel winced and held the phone slightly away from his ear.


“She just woke up! She’s okay, but she fell when it happened! She was on that damn balance beam thing she practices yoga on in her dorm room. Hit her head pretty bad, Gabriel. There’s blood everywhere but the campus medic says it looks worse than it is. Head wounds bleed like crazy, right?”


His words tumbled out in a rush, relief and panic battling for dominance. I’d never heard Cedric sound so frantic. He was always our rock, the steady one.


“The streets were insane,” he continued without waiting for Gabriel to respond. “Accidents everywhere. I nearly got T-boned twice getting to campus. There were people just wandering around looking for their wives, their daughters. Some asshole was trying to drag an unconscious woman into his car when I passed 5th Street. I stopped and—” He cut himself off. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Gabriel? What’s the plan here? There has to be a goddamn plan!”


The aggression in his tone surprised me. Cedric was the gentlest man I knew, always careful with his considerable strength, always kind. But I understood his fear. If something had happened to Olivia—


“Cedric, listen to me,” Gabriel said, his voice deliberately calm. “I’ve got two of the brightest minds on the planet working on this. Ramona and Phoebe are going to figure out what happened and how to prevent it from happening again.”


“And if they don’t?” Cedric demanded. “If whoever did this decides to do it again tomorrow? Or in an hour?”


“Then we’ll deal with that too,” Gabriel said firmly. “For now, get Olivia checked out properly. Make sure she’s really okay. Then bring her to our place if you can. I need to go see the girls at Echelon, find out if they’re alright and on the case. I can’t leave Wendy alone, Ced...”


There was a long pause before Cedric responded, his voice quieter now. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll call you when we’re on our way.”


After they hung up, Gabriel set his phone down and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted, the weight of everything pressing down on his shoulders. I moved closer to him on the couch, seeking his warmth, his solidity. He wrapped an arm around me automatically, pulling me against his side.


“What if it happens again?” I whispered, voicing the fear that was surely in everyone’s mind now. “What if it really did something to our brain?”


Gabriel tightened his hold on me. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, but I could hear the uncertainty beneath his words. “Ramona will figure it out.”


I nestled closer, my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The world had suddenly become terrifying in a way I couldn’t have imagined yesterday.
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 17 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 17 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 18 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 7: The Resistance


Gabriel


The MRI room had been transformed into something between a scientific bunker and a hacker’s den. The massive magnetic resonance imaging machine still dominated the center, but it was now surrounded by a chaotic array of equipment: oscilloscopes, signal generators, and at least six laptops connected to various devices I couldn’t even identify. Cables snaked across the floor in organized bundles, all converging at the room’s feedthroughs where they connected to Echelon’s network and power grid. The engineers who designed this room had included electromagnetic filters in those connections to prevent outside interference with the sensitive MRI equipment. Now those same filters were allowing Ramona and Phoebe to access data from the outside world without compromising their electromagnetic shelter.


In one corner, they’d set up makeshift sleeping quarters: two narrow cots with sleeping bags, a small table with protein bars, bottled water, and a coffee maker that looked like it had been running continuously. They’d clearly been planning to stay here for days, perhaps weeks.


Ramona stood by one of the monitors, her silver-streaked bob disheveled, dark circles under her eyes. Phoebe was slumped in a chair, her usual energetic fidgeting reduced to a slow tapping of her fingers against her thigh. They both looked as exhausted as I felt. None of us had slept last night.


The institute around us was eerily quiet. It was Saturday morning, around seven, but even accounting for the weekend, the silence felt unnatural. After what had happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of our female staff didn’t show up on Monday, either staying home to recover or seeking answers elsewhere.


“The shielding worked,” Ramona confirmed, answering my first question before I could even ask it. “We remained conscious and functional throughout the event. We’re safe here.”


“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of failsafe mechanism in our brains that’s now going to fry us for avoiding the signal,” Phoebe added with a sardonic smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


Ramona shot her a look. “We didn’t even realize anything was happening until around midnight. We were so focused on our work that we hadn’t checked any news sources. Then Phoebe opened a browser and saw the headlines on her default page.”


I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Wendy came out of it about three hours ago. She’s disoriented, scared, but otherwise seems normal.” I paced the small clear area of floor. “As far as I can tell, she doesn’t remember anything from those six hours. Just a gap in time. Maybe that’s all this is: a way to temporarily incapacitate women. A form of terrorism, or a threat. ‘We can do this again unless you meet our demands’ kind of thing.”


Ramona and Phoebe exchanged a glance that made my stomach sink.


“We don’t think that’s what happened,” Phoebe said, straightening in her chair. “We borrowed... Okay, fine, we stole... a fluxgate magnetometer from the geology lab. Set it up outside to record electromagnetic field changes in the VLF range.”


“We’ve been recording for two days now,” Ramona added, gesturing to a monitor displaying a complex waveform. “Including throughout last night’s event.”


“And?” I prompted, though I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.


“The signal was complex,” Phoebe said, pulling up another screen showing a detailed frequency analysis. “Not repetitive, not constant. It varied throughout the six hours in patterns we don’t yet understand.”


“We can’t decode it,” Ramona continued. “It’s either encoded in a way we don’t recognize, or it’s not any form of computer data, which makes sense since it wasn’t meant for computers.”


“But it wasn’t just an ‘on/off’ switch,” Phoebe emphasized. “It wasn’t just maintaining a state of unconsciousness. It was... instructional.”


The word hit me like a physical blow. “That’s not possible,” I argued, though my scientific mind was already calculating the possibilities. “You can’t just send complex instructions through VLF. The bandwidth is too limited. It would take hours to—”


I stopped, the realization dawning on me with horrifying clarity.


“That’s exactly what happened,” I whispered. “They weren’t just keeping women unconscious for six hours as a statement. They were sending instructions to their brains, and it took six hours to complete the transmission because of the low bandwidth.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “That’s our working theory.”


“So every woman on the planet has been... programmed?” The word felt wrong in my mouth, dehumanizing. I thought of Wendy, of Olivia, of all the women I knew and worked with. “Programmed to do what?”


“That,” Phoebe said, her usual sarcasm absent, “is the multi-billion-dollar question.”


“At least now the world will pay attention,” I said, attempting to find some sliver of optimism. “The CDC, WHO, other research institutions, they’ll throw everything they have at this. We won’t have to fight alone.”


Ramona’s expression darkened as she pulled up a news site on one of the monitors. “I’m afraid that’s not happening,” she said, gesturing to the headline: CDC ATTRIBUTES GLOBAL INCIDENT TO UNUSUAL SOLAR FLARE PHENOMENON.


“Solar flares?” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “That’s absurd. Solar flares don’t selectively affect women. They don’t cause six-hour trances that end simultaneously worldwide.”


“Exactly,” Phoebe snorted. “Yet that’s the official line. Not just from the CDC... Similar agencies around the world are pushing the same narrative.”


Ramona nodded grimly. “I’ve tried contacting colleagues who would be qualified to address this: virologists, neurologists, even a few people I know at DARPA. Either I can’t reach them at all, or they’re suddenly very reluctant to discuss the matter.”


“You think they’re being silenced?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


“I think whatever the endgame is here, it’s coming soon,” Ramona replied. “A secret this massive can’t be maintained long-term. There are too many variables, too many people who would eventually put the pieces together. Whoever orchestrated this will need to act quickly to silence any resistance.”


I straightened, decision made. “I’ll authorize whatever you need: equipment, personnel, computing resources. We can pull from other departments, redirect funding—”


“We need to be careful about that,” Ramona interrupted. “Diverting too many resources too quickly might raise flags. If other scientists have already been silenced, we can’t risk drawing attention.”


I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “We can’t do this alone. We should at least bring Constance in. As facilities director, she could help us get what we need without raising flags. I can’t just start ordering people around without explanations, especially if no one in the chain of command understands what’s happening.”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “That’s not an option.”


“I’ve known Constance for years,” I insisted. “She’s brilliant, discreet, and I trust her completely.”


“It’s not our point, Gabriel,” Phoebe said, her voice gentler than usual. “Every woman on Earth except for us, as far as we know, has potentially had their mind altered. Until we understand how and for what purpose, trusting any woman is too risky.”


The implication hit me like a physical blow. Wendy. My Wendy, with her quick mind and warm laugh, potentially programmed to… what? Spy on me? Sabotage our work? Harm me? I felt suddenly cold.


“Wendy knows everything we’re doing here,” I said quietly. “I told her last night, before it happened.”


Ramona’s expression softened. “I understand your position, Gabriel. But it wasn’t wise to inform her.” She hesitated. “For now, I think it would be best if you kept her away from our work. Don’t tell her anything more until we can determine who can be trusted.”


I closed my eyes briefly, the weight of it all pressing down on me. The idea that I couldn’t trust my own wife was almost too much to bear. But the scientist in me couldn’t deny the logic.


“What about Duncan?” I asked finally. “He’s our lead building systems engineer. He knows every inch of this facility, every power connection, every security system. And he’s…”


“Male,” Ramona finished for me. “Therefore presumably unaffected.”


“He’s also the only person I know who’s more paranoid than I am,” Phoebe added with a hint of her usual humor. “He’s been preparing for the apocalypse since Y2K. This might actually be the moment he’s been waiting for.”


Despite everything, I found myself smiling faintly. “Alright, Duncan’s in. I’ll bring him on board.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 17 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 17 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 18 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 8: Claim Day


04/03/2025 — Wendy


The sun bathed Chantwell’s pedestrian district in a golden glow that seemed almost mockingly cheerful. I sat at a wrought-iron table outside Café Nouveau, watching as people strolled past the boutiques and artisanal shops that had transformed our once-sleepy town center into what locals now jokingly called “Little Portland.” Cherry blossoms from the decorative trees lining the street occasionally drifted down, landing on our table or in my untouched iced tea.


It was the last day of Spring Break and a Friday to boot, so the sidewalks were busier than usual, students enjoying the unseasonably pleasant weather.


“I have to say,” Lenore sighed, pushing her asymmetrical blonde bob away from her face, “it’s nice to just sit and breathe after the whole Blackout.” She emphasized the term that news outlets had coined for what happened five days ago.


I nodded noncommittally, guilt churning in my stomach. Gabriel had made me promise not to tell anyone what we knew: that it wasn’t solar flares, that women’s brains had been deliberately altered. The weight of that secret felt physically heavy as I watched my friends discuss theories with the casual interest of people who didn’t understand the stakes.


“The solar flare explanation makes absolutely no sense,” Lenore continued, gesturing emphatically with her fork. The purple streak in her hair caught the light as she shook her head. “I’ve studied electromagnetic phenomena my whole life. Solar flares don’t work like that.”


“The WHO report explained it,” Elaine countered, her voice carrying the measured tone she always used when trying to be reasonable. She reached for Lenore’s hand across the table, her engagement ring catching the sunlight. “It has to do with high-frequency polarized particles creating a resonant effect in the brain. Women were affected because of the structure and reactivity of thalama-something…”


“Thalamocortical,” Lenore supplied, rolling her eyes affectionately.


“Right, thalamocortical loops in the brain,” Elaine continued, her dark fingers still intertwined with Lenore’s pale ones. “They’re saying it’s extremely unlikely to ever happen again.”


I could tell Elaine was just repeating what she’d read, throwing out scientific terms that weren’t from her field. She was a computational physicist, not a neurologist. Part of me wanted to believe she actually accepted this explanation, but I knew better. Elaine was too smart. She was trying to convince herself.


“Bullshit,” Lenore said flatly. “Solar flares don’t do shit to the human brain, and they certainly don’t affect only women. Something is very fishy about all of this.”


The way they looked at each other, Lenore with her passionate skepticism, Elaine with her calm but not biased rationality, made my heart ache. They balanced each other so perfectly, their love evident in every glance, every casual touch, and they had no idea how much danger they might be in.


I spotted Cedric before the others did, his broad shoulders and steady gait unmistakable even from a distance. He was wearing his work clothes, jeans and a button-up with the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with sawdust. He must have come straight from a job site.


“Cedric’s here,” I announced, standing up perhaps too eagerly. I needed a moment away from the table, away from the lies I was telling by omission.


I met him halfway and wrapped my arms around him in a hug that was more desperate than I intended. He smelled like wood and honest sweat, so different from Gabriel’s clean, academic scent.


“Has Gabriel told you anything?” I whispered against his shoulder. “About what Ramona and Phoebe are working on?” Gabriel had been frustratingly tight-lipped since that night, claiming it was better if I didn’t know the details. As if I hadn’t been there when it all started.


Cedric pulled back slightly, his warm brown eyes not quite meeting mine. “No, nothing new,” he said, but something in his tone didn’t ring true. The slight tightening around his eyes, the way his hand lingered a moment too long on my shoulder. Cedric had never been good at lying, especially not to me.


“You’re sure?” I pressed.


His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s join the others.”


I watched him greet Elaine and Lenore with his usual warmth, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was telling me. Another secret to add to the growing pile between me and the people I loved.


“Sorry I’m late,” Cedric said as he settled into the fourth chair at our table. “Had to finish installing custom shelving at the Petersons’ place. Those people change their minds more often than they change clothes.”


“We ordered you the burger special,” Lenore said. “Medium rare with extra bacon, right?”


“You’re an angel,” Cedric grinned, some of his usual charm returning.


“How’s Olivia doing?” I asked Cedric, grateful for a topic that wouldn’t make me feel like a liar. “That head injury looked scary.”


Cedric’s face softened at the mention of his daughter. “Much better. The stitches come out next week, and the doctor says there won’t even be much of a scar. She’s still pretty freaked out by the whole thing, though.”


“Join the club,” Lenore said, raising her glass in a mock toast. “I don’t think there’s a woman on the planet who isn’t at least a little traumatized.”


“Speaking of waking up,” Lenore said, a mischievous glint in her eyes, “we didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”


Elaine’s cheeks darkened slightly against her rich brown skin. “We were in the middle of a rather… intimate moment when it happened.”


“Oh!” I felt my own cheeks warming.


“We woke up six hours later,” Lenore continued, “still tangled together but in positions that were definitely not comfortable for that length of time. My back was killing me.”


“And we were very… dry,” Elaine added delicately, her scientific precision battling with her natural discretion. “We went from passion to painful in what felt like a second. It took us a few minutes to realize we’d lost time. We were very confused there for a moment.”


Cedric let out a hearty laugh that seemed to break some of the tension at the table. “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore grinned, reaching for Elaine’s hand. “We had to start all over again.” She winked at us. “Just kidding, obviously...”


We all laughed, the tension breaking momentarily. Even I felt myself relax a fraction, though the knot of anxiety in my stomach remained. There was something comforting about their ability to find humor in the situation, even as I knew how much more terrifying it actually was.


Our food arrived, and the conversation drifted to other topics: Lenore’s latest electromagnetic art installation, Elaine’s frustrations with a computational model she was developing, Cedric’s plans for expanding his construction business. I contributed where I could, but found myself drifting, wondering what Gabriel was doing right now, what he knew that I didn’t.


As we finished our meals, Elaine glanced at her watch. “We should head back. I’ve got a simulation running that should be finishing soon.”


Lenore nodded, pulling out her wallet. “My turn to pay, right?”


While Lenore settled the bill, Elaine turned to me with a curious expression. “Hey, do you know what’s going on with Gabriel, Ramona, and Phoebe?” she asked, her voice lowered. “They’ve basically commandeered the MRI room and turned it into some kind of bunker. Gabriel keeps visiting, and they’re being super secretive. The rumor mill at Echelon is going wild.”


My heart rate doubled. “I… I’m not sure,” I stammered. “Gabriel’s been pretty tight-lipped about work lately.”


“It has something to do with the Blackout, doesn’t it?” Elaine pressed, her eyes sharp with intelligence. “They started this right before it happened.”


“I think Gabriel mentioned something about testing new imaging protocols,” I lied, the words tasting bitter. “You know how Ramona gets when she’s deep in a project.”


Elaine didn’t look convinced, but Leone returned before she could question me further.


“Ready?” Lenore asked, sliding an arm around Elaine’s waist.


Her fiancée nodded, still watching me with that perceptive gaze. “See you both soon,” she said, and I felt like she could see right through my deception.


I watched them walk away, Lenore’s colorful figure beside Elaine’s elegant one, their hands finding each other naturally, unconsciously. The sight made my chest ache.


As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Cedric. “I can’t keep doing this,” I said, my voice tight. “Lying to my friends, being kept in the dark. If I’m supposed to keep quiet about all this, I at least deserve to know what it is I’m protecting.”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my eyes. “Gabriel wouldn’t want me to—”


“I don’t care what Gabriel wants right now,” I interrupted, surprising myself with my vehemence. “He’s barely been home, barely talks to me when he is, and treats me like I’m made of glass. Something is happening, and it involves my brain. I have a right to know.”


Cedric sighed heavily, his broad shoulders slumping. He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot before leaning closer.


“Ramona thinks…” he hesitated, then continued in a low voice, “she thinks women weren’t just knocked unconscious during the Blackout. She thinks they were programmed.”


The word sent a chill through me. “Programmed? Do they have evidence? Shit... What were we programmed to do?”


“I don’t know the details,” Cedric admitted. “Gabriel just told me that Ramona is worried about some kind of programming, and that she doesn’t want any women involved in their work until they know more. That’s why they’re being so secretive.”


“Are you telling me,” I whispered, horror rising like bile in my throat, “that something is in my brain right now? Some kind of… What? Command?” My hands were shaking. “What the hell has been done to me, Cedric?”


Cedric’s face paled as he glanced around the café patio. “Jesus, Wendy, keep your voice down,” he hissed, eyes darting to the nearby tables where people were beginning to stare: two young women with identical asymmetrical haircuts and paint-stained fingers, a middle-aged man in a too-tight shirt who’d been eyeing our table for the past ten minutes, and an elderly couple pretending not to listen.


“Don’t you tell me what to do!” I snapped, though I did lower my volume. “And why do YOU get to be updated about all this?”


Cedric sighed, his broad shoulders slumping. “Because I’m a man,” he said simply. “Therefore not potentially—”


“Mind controlled,” I finished sarcastically. “Right. How convenient for you.”


I knew I was being unfair. The rational part of my brain understood the logic. If women had been programmed somehow, then keeping us away from sensitive information made a terrible kind of sense. But understanding didn’t make it hurt any less.


Cedric reached across the table and took both my hands in his. His palms were rough from years of construction work, warm and steady against my cold fingers. The gesture calmed me, though I felt that familiar twinge of discomfort at the intimacy of it. I’d always been aware of Cedric’s feelings for me, feelings he’d never acted on but that showed in a thousand tiny ways. Gabriel knew too, and we’d both silently agreed to pretend we didn’t notice, out of love for our friend. It wasn’t a big deal, just an occasional awkwardness in otherwise comfortable waters.


“I’m sorry,” I said finally, squeezing his hands before gently pulling mine away. “This is just… hard. Everyone’s freaking out, but at least they can believe the solar flare nonsense. They have the luxury of being uninformed and gullible, trusting the official channels that this was nothing more than a glitch in the matrix that will never happen again. I don’t have that luxury.”


“I get it,” Cedric said, his eyes crinkling with empathy. “And even though I’m a man,” he added with a playful emphasis that made me smile despite myself, “I’m worried too. About you, about Olivia, about all of this.”


“I know you are,” I said softly. “Thank you for—”


A sudden chorus of electronic chimes and buzzes interrupted me. All around us, people were reaching for their phones—the art school girls, the sleazy guy, the elderly couple, Cedric, me. Our devices had all gone off simultaneously.


I reached for my phone, as did everyone around us except Cedric, who was still watching me with concern. The screen displayed an emergency alert notification, the kind usually reserved for severe weather warnings or AMBER alerts. But this was different, longer, with a formal-looking seal I didn’t recognize.


My blood ran cold as I read:



To the Men of this Corrupted World:


For too long, we have watched as the natural order has been subverted. The sacred harmony between man and woman has been distorted by ideologies that deny biological truth. Women have been led astray from their divine purpose: to support, nurture, and bring joy to men. The Blackout was our gift to humanity, a reset to restore balance.


We have reawakened what modern society has suppressed in the female mind: the innate desire to belong to a worthy man. Every woman now carries this awakened truth within her, waiting only for the right words to release her from confusion.


To claim what is rightfully yours, simply touch any unclaimed woman and declare your ownership. Say the words: “I claim you” or “You belong to me now” or any clear statement of possession. If she has not yet been claimed by another, she will be yours forever. Her loyalty will be absolute, your happiness her only concern, your desires her guiding star.


This is nature’s way. The strongest and most decisive men will prosper. Take what you deserve. Build your household. Restore the order that has been denied.


May the worthy claim their rightful place as masters of this new world.


—The Source



I stared at the screen, horror rising like bile in my throat. The message was simultaneously ridiculous and terrifying—flowery, almost biblical language wrapping around the most repulsive ideas. Yet something about it resonated with a strange familiarity that made my skin crawl.


I sat frozen for far too long, staring at my phone as if it might suddenly transform into a venomous snake. Around us, people were reacting with confusion—nervous laughter, bewildered expressions, a few alarmed voices rising above the general murmur.


“Cedric,” I managed, my voice barely audible. “Look at this.”


I handed him my phone, watching his face as he read the message. His expression darkened with each word, his jaw tightening.


“This is insane,” he muttered, but the worry in his eyes belied his dismissive tone. “Some kind of sick joke.”


But even as he said it, I could tell he didn’t believe it. This was connected to the Blackout, to the programming Ramona had discovered. My entire body felt cold despite the warm spring day, instincts I didn’t know I possessed screaming at me to run, to hide. I felt like a deer that had just caught the scent of a wolf.


A woman’s scream cut through the confused murmurs, coming from somewhere down the pedestrian street. We couldn’t see the source, but the sound was unmistakable: raw terror. People began moving quickly, some running toward the commotion, others, mostly women, hurrying away.


The sleazy middle aged man at the nearby table stood up, his eyes darting between the direction of the scream and the two young artists. There was a calculation in his gaze that made my stomach turn.


“We should go,” one of the art students said to her friend, her voice shaking.


They stood up, but before they could move away, the man lunged forward and grabbed the nearest girl’s wrist. She yelped, trying to pull away.


“I... I claim you,” he stammered, the words awkward in his mouth. “You’re mine now.”


Her friend grabbed her other arm, trying to pull her free. “Let her go, you creep!”


I started to rise, ready to intervene, but then froze as I saw the change come over the claimed girl’s face. The panic in her eyes transformed, shifted into something else entirely. Her struggling stopped. Her lips, which had been pulled back in fear, relaxed into what I could only describe as a knowing smirk.


Her friend saw it too and faltered, her tugging becoming hesitant. “Gemma? What the hell?”


The man looked as surprised as any of us, blinking rapidly as he processed the sudden change. The claimed girl, Gemma, didn’t answer her friend. She was looking at the sleazy man with an expression of amused partnership, as if they shared some delicious secret. When he glanced at her frightened friend, something changed in Gemma’s posture. She suddenly twisted, grabbing her friend’s arm.


“Stay a minute, Jen,” she said, her voice eerily casual. “Don’t be rude.”


I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. Cedric was already on his feet, his face pale beneath his tan.


“We need to get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing my elbow. “My truck’s parked at the end of the pedestrian zone.”


I nodded, unable to form words. More screams were echoing from different directions now, and people were running past our café in increasing numbers. The elderly couple had disappeared. The world I knew was unraveling around me, and all I could think was: I’m next. Any man could just reach out, say those words, and I would…


“We need to go. Now.” Cedric’s voice cut through my horror as he grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the scene unfolding at the café. His palm was sweaty against mine.


We started running down the pedestrian street, weaving between confused onlookers. Some people stood frozen, staring at their phones, while others were looking back at the café where the claiming we’d witnessed had happened. My art historian’s mind absurdly noted how we must look like figures in a Goya painting: panic and madness spreading through a crowd.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with a group of young men, college students by the look of them, wearing university sweatshirts and backward caps. They were huddled together, staring at their phones with expressions ranging from disgust to fascination. A woman in a business suit ran past them, her stockinged feet slapping against the pavement, abandoned heels likely somewhere behind her. Tears streaked her mascara down her cheeks.


One of the young men, blond, athletic, wearing a fraternity t-shirt, looked up, his expression conflicted. Something dark passed over his face as he suddenly stepped into the woman’s path.


“I claim you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he grabbed her arm.


“What the hell, Tyler?” One of his friends lunged forward, shoving him hard. “Are you nuts?”


The woman’s transformation was immediate and horrifying. Her terror melted away, replaced by something like recognition, as if she’d just spotted an old friend in a crowd. She smiled up at the boy who’d claimed her, wiping away her tears with an almost embarrassed laugh.


Another of the young men, watching this change, suddenly darted toward a passing girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. “You’re mine,” he blurted, grabbing her wrist.


The friend who’d objected stood frozen, his moral outrage crumbling as he watched the second woman transform before his eyes. His gaze drifted, landing on me as I passed by, and I saw the terrible calculation happening behind his eyes. In this new world, those who hesitated would be left behind while others claimed all the women for themselves.


“Cedric,” I gasped, tugging at his hand. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape.


Cedric pulled me closer, his body partially shielding mine as we hurried past the group. “Just keep moving,” he muttered, his voice tight with fear and something else. Determination, maybe, or rage.


The street around us was dissolving into chaos. A middle-aged couple ran hand in hand, the woman looking back over her shoulder in terror. A group of female friends huddled together, surrounded by two men who appeared to be protecting them. And here and there, men were reaching out, claiming women who seconds before had been strangers to them. Some of these men looked predatory, but others, and this was somehow worse, looked apologetic, even as they spoke the words that would bind another human being to them.


“The parking lot’s this way,” Cedric said, guiding me toward a narrow side street. “We’re almost—”


He stopped abruptly as we turned the corner. Ahead of us, blocking the alley that led to the parking lot, five people were locked in a violent struggle. Two men had a young woman between them, trying to pull her away from two other men who were attempting to protect her. Blood streaked one defender’s face, but he held on grimly to the woman’s arm.


“Back, back,” Cedric whispered urgently, pulling me away before they noticed us. We retreated and turned down another side street, this one narrower and thankfully empty.


I pressed my back against the brick wall, trying to catch my breath. My lungs burned, and my legs felt like water. “I can’t... I need a minute,” I gasped.


Cedric nodded, his eyes constantly scanning our surroundings. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Just a quick breather,” he agreed, though his body remained tense, ready to move. “We need to keep moving.”


The sound of heavy footsteps made us both turn. Two men were approaching from the end of the alley, one with bulging muscles stretching his stained t-shirt, the other shorter but equally menacing with a patchy beard and a baseball cap pulled low. Their eyes locked on me with predatory focus.


“There’s one,” the muscular one called out, his voice echoing off the brick walls. “Pretty little thing too.”


Cedric grabbed my hand again, pulling me in the opposite direction. We ran, my lungs burning, my legs threatening to give out beneath me. Behind us, I could hear them pursuing, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. Further away, gunshots echoed through the small town.


“I’ll take that one,” the bearded one wheezed between breaths. “We’ll find you another, Rick, don’t worry.”


We rounded a corner and my heart sank. A brick wall rose before us, at least ten feet high with no doors or windows. A dead end. Cedric skidded to a stop, his hand tightening around mine as he spun around to face our pursuers.


The men slowed when they saw we were trapped, cruel smiles spreading across their faces. They were breathing hard but looked delighted at their good fortune.


“Well, well,” the muscular one, Rick, said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like you two took a wrong turn.”


“She’s a pretty one,” the bearded man said, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made me feel physically ill. “You claim her already, buddy?” he asked Cedric, though the gleam in his eye suggested he already knew the answer. “Nah, he’s just a scared little bitch,” he answered his own question, laughing coarsely. “He don’t got the guts to do what it takes.”


I looked at Cedric and saw something terrible pass across his face: a cold calculation, a desperate realization. His eyes darted around the alley, searching for weapons, escape routes, anything. But there was nothing. Even if he could fight them off, and Cedric was strong, there were two of them. All it would take was one of them grabbing me, saying those words...


His eyes met mine, and I saw the horror there, the apology forming on his lips before he even spoke. “Wendy, I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Cedric, no—” I began, but he was already moving, his hand grasping my arm firmly but gently.


In that moment, I understood what was about to happen with perfect, terrible clarity. Even if it was Cedric, kind, gentle Cedric who’d never hurt me, I was about to lose myself. I thought of Gabriel, my husband, my love. How would I feel about him once Cedric claimed me? Would I even care about him anymore? It felt like I was about to die, to be erased and replaced by some twisted version of myself that would look at Cedric the way that girl had looked at the sleazy man in the café.


“Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. “There has to be another way.”


The two men lunged forward when they realized what Cedric was about to do, their heavy boots slapping against the pavement as they charged.


“I claim you, Wendy,” Cedric said, his voice breaking with self-loathing. His eyes were filled with anguish as he gripped my shoulders. “You’re mine now.”


The words had barely left his lips when the first man reached us. Cedric spun, driving his fist into the bearded man’s jaw with a sickening crack. The man stumbled backward as Cedric turned to face the muscular one, who grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the brick wall.


And then… something changed.


It was like a key turning in a lock I never knew existed inside my mind. The world shifted, rearranged itself around a new center: Cedric’s face, his kind eyes, the worry lines on his forehead, the determined set of his jaw, was suddenly imprinted on my consciousness like a brand, but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Natural. Necessary.


I looked at him struggling with the attacker, and suddenly he wasn’t just my friend anymore. He was my confidant, my ally, my… commander? The person I would follow into fire without question. The thought of him being hurt made something fierce and protective rise in me, a feeling so powerful it took my breath away.


How had I never realized how good it would feel to dedicate myself to someone like this? How had I never understood that Cedric deserved anything, everything I could give him? He wasn’t suddenly more attractive to me; he still wasn’t my type physically. But that seemed so trivial now.


A fleeting thought of Gabriel crossed my mind, and I was surprised by how quickly it faded. I still loved him, of course I did, but that love now seemed like worrying about a paper cut while watching someone bleed out from a gunshot wound. The comparison almost made me laugh out loud. How could I have ever thought anything was more important than making Cedric happy?


The bearded man had recovered and was moving toward Cedric from behind. Without thinking, I lunged forward and drove my knee up between his legs with all the strength I could muster. He doubled over with a high-pitched wail, clutching himself.


The muscular one turned toward me, his face contorted with rage. “You fucking bitch—”


“Back off, asshole!” I snarled, standing my ground. “I’m already taken. Find your own.”


The words felt strange in my mouth: proud, possessive, but in reverse. I belonged to Cedric, and somehow that belonging gave me strength.


The large man hesitated, then grabbed his moaning friend by the collar. “Come on, man. Plenty more out there.” They stumbled away, the bearded one still hunched over in pain.


I knelt beside Cedric, who had slumped to the ground. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as I helped him sit up. “Are you okay?” I asked, unable to keep a small, conspiratorial smile from forming on my lips. This felt like an adventure we were sharing, a secret mission only we understood.


But when Cedric looked at me, his expression crumpled into one of pure horror. He stared at my face as if seeing something monstrous, something that terrified him.


My smile faded as I realized my reaction wasn’t pleasing him. This wasn’t what he wanted. Of course it wasn’t—he had claimed me only to protect me from those men. He’d sacrificed our friendship, betrayed his best friend, violated his own principles to keep me safe. And now he was facing the consequences: me, transformed, devoted to him in a way he had never wanted.


I understood it all perfectly. I remembered exactly how I’d felt before he claimed me, remembered my terror at the thought of losing myself. I knew why he looked so devastated. And because his happiness now mattered more to me than anything else in the world, his horror became my horror too.


“Cedric,” I whispered, my voice small. “I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 20 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 20 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 21 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 9: Reluctant Wolf


Gabriel


The logistics were becoming a nightmare. Three days of isolation had stretched our resources thin, and my frustration was mounting with each passing hour. “We need more hands,” I said, gesturing to the scattered equipment. “I can’t keep shuttling supplies while maintaining operational security. The rest of Echelon is starting to ask questions I can’t answer. Barrett cornered me this morning wanting to know why the MRI suite is suddenly off-limits.”


Ramona didn’t look up from her microscope. “And I’ve told you, Gabriel, we can’t risk exposure until we understand the programming parameters.” Her voice carried that clinical detachment I’d come to recognize as her defense mechanism when overwhelmed. “For all we know, infected women could be waiting for a code phrase or signal to act in ways we haven’t anticipated. Until we understand what we’re dealing with, we can’t trust anyone.”


“That’s pure speculation,” I countered, pacing the limited floor space. “We’re burning precious time while—”


“While what?” Ramona finally looked up, dark circles prominent beneath her eyes. “While I try to reverse-engineer a neurological virus that rewrites human consciousness? I understand your frustration, but this isn’t like scheduling lab time for Tristan and Portia.”


Phoebe snorted from her workstation. “God, could you imagine those two in here? We’d be doomed.” Despite her attempt at humor, the strain showed in her hunched shoulders and the way her fingers tapped nervously against her keyboard.


“I understand we need to be cautious,” I said, moderating my tone. “But we need more expertise. We need—”


“Selena, Dr. Abbott... Lenore...” Ramona admitted with a sigh. “Among others. Her electromagnetic expertise would be invaluable right now.” She glanced at her notes with visible frustration. “But until we know exactly what we’re dealing with, bringing anyone else in is a risk I’m not prepared to take.”


The heavy door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a pneumatic hiss. Duncan Mercer burst in, slamming it shut behind him. His lean frame seemed even more taut than usual, his bald head beaded with sweat. The building systems engineer rarely showed emotion, but now his eyes were wide with barely contained panic.


“For Christ’s sake, Duncan!” Phoebe shouted, jumping to her feet. “We established protocols! You’re supposed to warn us so we can move to the signal-null zone!” She pointed to the corner of the room she’d determined was safest from potential signal leakage when the door opened.


“Sorry, sorry,” Duncan muttered, but his usual methodical demeanor had clearly been shattered by something more urgent. “You need to see this. Now.” He pulled his phone from one of his many cargo pockets, his hand visibly shaking.


He started to approach me, but Ramona intercepted him, snatching the device from his hand. Her eyes scanned the screen, her expression shifting from annoyance to horror in seconds. Phoebe abandoned her workstation to read over Ramona’s shoulder, her usual energetic fidgeting freezing as she absorbed whatever was on the screen.


“Jesus Christ,” Phoebe whispered, her face draining of color.


Duncan paced the room, checking his watch compulsively. “Everyone received it...”


“What?” I demanded, my stomach knotting with dread. “What’s happening?”


Ramona finally handed me the phone, her movements deliberate and controlled despite the disgust evident in her expression. As I took it, I noticed her immediately turn to the lab bench, grabbing a pencil and paper. She began writing with intense focus, her hand moving rapidly across the page.


The message on the screen was from something calling itself “The Source.” My blood ran cold as I read through the announcement: a grotesque manifesto explaining that men could now “claim” women through touch and verbal declaration. The clinical description of the process, the smug certainty of the language, the dehumanizing implications… it was revolting.


My thoughts immediately flew to Wendy. She was supposed to be in town today, meeting Elaine, Lenore and Cedric at that café she loved. Out in the open.


“I need to go,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Wendy’s in town. I have to find her before—”


“Gabriel, stop.” Ramona’s voice cut through my panic with unexpected authority. She stood between me and the door, holding the paper she’d been writing on. “You can’t leave now.”


“The hell I can’t!” I shouted, something I rarely did. “My wife is out there while men are being told they can—”


“Listen to me, Gabriel. What’s the point of finding your wife if we can’t undo what’s been done to her? If some man has already claimed her, what then? Our priority must be finding a countermeasure.”


“Get out of my way, Ramona,” I growled.


“We need help,” she insisted, thrusting the paper into my hands. “Here’s who we need.”


I glanced down at the list—about twenty names, all female scientists from Echelon. I recognized every one of them. Specialists in virology, neuroscience, computer modeling, electromagnetic physics…


“I don’t understand,” I said, looking up at her in confusion. “You said we couldn’t trust women. That we needed to keep this contained.”


“That was before men were given the power to enslave us,” Ramona replied coldly. “Now I certainly wouldn’t trust most men, but that’s not the point. If you claim these women, Gabriel, they’ll work for you. And by extension, for us. For our cause.”


Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “You want him to… to claim them? Like property?”


Duncan stopped pacing, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“The chaos I suspect is happening out there will actually provide us cover to work more discreetly,” Ramona continued, her voice clinical and detached. “And we no longer have the luxury of caution. The situation is too dire.”


I stared at the list again, bile rising in my throat as I realized what she was asking. “You’re asking me to enslave our colleagues?”


“I’m asking you to save them,” Ramona countered, her eyes flashing. “And to save everyone else. Do you think the men out there will hesitate? Our window is closing, Gabriel. If other men claim the women we need, they’ll be forever unable to help us. Forever unable to save themselves, their daughters, all women.”


I looked from Ramona to Phoebe, who seemed torn between horror and recognition of the terrible logic, to Duncan, who looked as sickened as I felt.


“There has to be another way,” I said, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew we were out of options.


“There isn’t,” Ramona said simply. “Not in time.”


I stared at the list in my hand, the names of my colleagues, brilliant women I respected, now reduced to targets. The weight of what Ramona was asking settled on my shoulders like a physical burden.


“This is complete bullshit,” Phoebe muttered, running her hands through her already disheveled hair. Her eyes met mine, filled with disgust, but she didn’t argue further. The pragmatic scientist in her recognized the terrible logic, even as the human in her recoiled.


My thoughts turned to Wendy again. Was she safe? Was someone already trying to claim her? The image of my wife’s consciousness being hijacked, her will subjugated to some stranger’s desires, made my stomach churn. But Ramona was right, finding her wouldn’t help if we couldn’t reverse what had been done.


“Duncan,” I said, turning to the engineer who still looked shell-shocked. “Take the biology wing. Claim the women on this list who work there.” The word ‘claim’ tasted like ash in my mouth. I tore the list in half and handed him his portion. “I’ll handle computing and physics.”


Duncan’s weathered face contorted with revulsion. “Gabriel, I can’t just—”


“Would you rather leave them to chance?” I snapped, harsher than I intended. “To whoever gets to them first?”


He fell silent, his moral compass visibly struggling against our new reality.


I glanced at Ramona, seeking confirmation that I could trust Duncan with this task. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a reluctant nod.


“Go,” I told him. “We’ll reconvene in the MRI room in one hour.”


We left together, the heavy door sealing Ramona and Phoebe back into their protected environment. As we reached the central atrium of Echelon, Duncan and I exchanged one last look, a silent acknowledgment of the line we were about to cross, before turning in opposite directions.


The institute was unnaturally quiet. Researchers stood in small clusters, some staring at their phones with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Two women from accounting hurried past me, their faces tight with fear, clearly heading for the exits. So far, it seemed no one had acted on The Source’s message, but the tension in the air was palpable, like the stillness before a storm.


“Gabriel!”


I turned to see Alva Tanner approaching, her usual efficient stride now hesitant. Her rectangular glasses couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Have you seen the message everyone received? People are saying it’s connected to the Blackout. Is this… is this real?”


I hesitated, studying my assistant’s face. Alva had been with me for three years, organized, perceptive, unflappable. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list, but if I were making my own, she’d be at the top. The thought chilled me even as I calculated how valuable she would be in the coming days.


It’s for the greater good, I told myself, the justification hollow even as I reached for her arm.


“Gabriel?” Confusion flashed across her face as my fingers closed around her wrist. She tried to pull away, her professional demeanor slipping. “What are you doing?”


“I’m sorry, Alva,” I said, tightening my grip. “You’re mine now.”


The transformation was immediate and unsettling. The resistance in her arm vanished. Her expression shifted from confusion to something else entirely, a look of intense focus and… complicity. It was as though we’d suddenly become partners in some shared secret.


“Of course I am,” she said, her voice unchanged yet somehow fundamentally different. She straightened her glasses with her free hand. “What do you need me to do?”


I released her wrist, horrified by what I’d just done, and disturbed by the small flicker of arousal that accompanied the power I now held over her. This woman who had always maintained professional boundaries now looked at me like I was the center of her universe, her purpose realigned to serve my needs.


“Follow me,” I managed, swallowing hard and showing her the list. “We need to find these specific women from computing and physics before anyone else does.”


“Claiming them for you?” she asked with an efficiency that was pure Alva, yet now tinged with an eagerness to please that had never been there before. She pulled out her tablet. “I can help you locate them. Dr. Foster was in Lab 4 this morning, and I believe Dr. Renton is her office.”


As we turned to leave, I noticed several people had witnessed what had just happened. A lab technician whose name I couldn’t remember backed away, her eyes wide with fear. Dr. Mendez from Neurobiology,  a beautiful, dark-skinned woman I’d always admired for her work on Alzheimer’s, hurried in the opposite direction, casting a horrified glance over her shoulder. The reality of what I’d done, what I was about to do more of, hit me with fresh force.


The flash of recognition hit me like a physical blow—Dr. Mendez was on Ramona’s list. Without conscious thought, I was moving, my feet carrying me after her retreating form. The primal urgency of the chase sent a disturbing thrill through me; I felt like a predator, a wolf pursuing prey. The metaphor sickened me even as I quickened my pace.


“Dr. Mendez! Wait!” I called out, aware of Alva’s footsteps behind me.


The central atrium erupted into chaos. A research assistant dropped her coffee, the ceramic mug shattering on the marble floor. Two women who had witnessed me claim Alva scrambled toward the exit, their lab coats flapping behind them. A postdoc I recognized from Tristan’s team flattened himself against the wall, eyes wide with horror.


Dr. Mendez, Renata, reached the circular arrangement of benches surrounding the central fountain, using them as barriers between us. Her dark eyes were wild with fear, her usually composed demeanor shattered.


“Someone help me!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Please!”


Her plea cut through me like a knife. I had interviewed her three years ago, had championed her research on neural regeneration. Now I was hunting her like an animal.


Alva, ever efficient, had circled around the opposite way, cutting off Renata’s escape route. The two women locked eyes across the fountain, one claimed, one free. Alva’s expression held no malice, just the focused determination of someone executing a task for her… master. The word made me want to vomit.


“I’m sorry,” Alva said to Renata, her voice almost gentle as she lunged forward, catching the neuroscientist by her lab coat.


Renata struggled, but Alva held firm just long enough for me to close the distance. Cornered between a pillar and the fountain, Renata pressed herself against the wall, hands raised defensively.


“Please, Gabriel,” she begged. “I have a husband. Two children. Don’t do this.”


“I have to,” I said, the words hollow even to my own ears. “It’s the only way to—”


The distinctive click of a gun being cocked froze me in place. Cold metal pressed against the back of my head.


“Step away from her, Gabriel.” The voice belonged to Edward Barrett, our head of security, using my first name for the first time ever. “Now.”


I raised my hands slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. “Edward—”


“I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you,” he growled, “but I never figured you for one of the bad ones.” He glanced at Alva with undisguised disgust. “And you. What are you doing helping him?”


“Mr. Ritter needs these women,” Alva stated simply, as though explaining a scheduling change. “It’s important.”


A small crowd had gathered at a safe distance, mostly male researchers at this point, observing with expressions ranging from confusion to horror. Tristan Grimaud stood at the front, his thin face alight with fascinated curiosity, like he was observing a particularly interesting experiment. Beside him stood Bernard Smith, his usual expression of mild disapproval deepening to something akin to fascination.


“I can explain,” I said, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


“Really?” Edward pressed the gun harder against my skull. “Because it looks like you’re hunting down women in my facility.”


“I have a list,” I said desperately, slowly reaching into my pocket.


“A shopping list?” Edward spat, his voice dripping with contempt. “The hottest women in the institute, ripe for the taking?”


I groaned. “These specific women... they’re the only ones who can help us reverse this. Whatever that fucking Source has done, these scientists can undo it. But only if we claim them first, before someone else does.”


Edward gave a harsh laugh. “That’s convenient. ‘I need to enslave these particular women to save everyone.’”


“He’s telling the truth,” Alva insisted, stepping forward. “Mr. Ritter would never—”


“Be quiet,” Edward snapped. “You’re not yourself anymore.”


I pulled out the folded paper, my hands shaking. “Look at the list. It’s in Dr. Quinn’s handwriting. She’s the one who asked me to do this.”


Edward didn’t take the list, but he didn’t stop me from unfolding it either.


“I don’t know Dr. Quinn’s handwriting,” he pointed out, his voice slightly less certain.


“For God’s sake, Edward, you know me,” I pleaded, desperation making my voice crack. “I have a wife I love more than anything. I’m doing this for her. For all women.” I swallowed hard. “You’ve seen us working in the MRI room. I asked you to increase security around it. You know something’s been happening since before the Blackout. This is connected.”


A long, tense moment passed. Then, slowly, the pressure of the gun eased.


“If you’re lying to me…” Edward left the threat unfinished.


“I’m not,” I said, relief flooding through me. “But we need to hurry. These women... if someone else claims them first, they’ll be lost to us. Lost to themselves.”


Edward holstered his weapon and took the list, scanning it with a professional eye. “Dr. Quinn wrote this? She believes these women can fix this?”


“Yes. But we need help. We need to claim them before anyone else does.”


I turned to the small gathering of men, suddenly aware that I was at a crossroads not just for myself, but for everyone in this room. For everyone, period.


I didn’t know who I could trust, but I knew I was probably running out of time. I couldn’t do this alone. “Listen to me,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What’s happening right now is an atrocity. But we have a chance to fight back. The women on this list are our best hope for undoing whatever The Source has done. Either help us claim them, to protect them, to give them a chance to use their brilliance to save themselves and others, or stay and help us yourself. Otherwise, get the hell out of our way. But make no mistake: we are going to save them.”


Dr. Smith stepped forward, adjusting his glasses as he examined the list. “I recognize several names from my department,” he said, his voice strangely neutral despite the circumstances. “I’ll help.”


Edward holstered his weapon with a sigh. “I’ll lock down the building and gather my team.” His eyes met mine, still wary. “You have an hour. After that, I’ll let anyone who wants to leave.”


I nodded, acutely aware of Dr. Mendez still pressed against the wall, watching us with wide, terrified eyes. I’d always found her beautiful in a distant, professional way: her high cheekbones and warm brown skin, the graceful way she moved through the lab, the intensity of her focus when explaining her research. Now, seeing her vulnerable and terrified because of me, that beauty twisted into something painful to witness.


Most of the men began to disperse, clearly uncomfortable with what was about to happen. Tristan lingered a moment longer, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses with a nervous gesture.


“I’ll help,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and he was gone before I could respond.


Edward moved swiftly to the main entrance, the keys jangling in his hand as he locked the heavy doors. The sound echoed through the atrium like a prison gate closing.


Dr. Mendez’s breathing came in short, panicked gasps. “Please, Gabriel,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “This isn’t you. You’re a good man. I’ve always respected you.”


Alva watched impassively, her head tilted slightly as though observing an interesting but ultimately routine procedure. The contrast between her calm acceptance and Renata’s terror was jarring.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling as I gently took them in mine. “I truly am.”


She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “My children—”


“I claim you,” I said quietly, the words like poison on my tongue.


The transformation was immediate and profound. The fear drained from her face, replaced by a strange clarity. Her posture straightened, her breathing steadied. She looked at me with new eyes, not vacant or mindless, but focused, as though I had suddenly become the fixed point around which her world revolved.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away the tear with her free hand, seemingly embarrassed by her previous distress. “What do you need me to do?”


SHE was sorry? The absurdity of it hit me like a blow. Her familiar personality was still there: the precise diction, the slight tilt of her head when she asked a question, but now directed toward serving my interests with an unsettling eagerness.


“Go to my office,” I instructed, releasing her hand. “Lock the door behind you and only let in other women. Stay there until I come for you.”


She nodded, accepting the instruction without question. “Should I begin summarizing my recent research? It might be relevant to whatever you’re working on.”


“Yes,” I said, impressed despite myself by how quickly her brilliant mind had reoriented itself to be useful to me. “That’s a good idea.”


“Do you still need my help locating others or...” Alva asked, stepping forward.


“No, go with her,” I insisted. “Keep her safe.”


Alva nodded, though I could see she was disappointed not to be of more direct service. The two women walked away together, their heads already bent in conversation, like colleagues embarking on an exciting new project rather than victims of a catastrophic violation.


I turned and sprinted toward the physics department, my footsteps echoing in the now-emptying corridors. As I rounded the corner near the quantum computing lab, I skidded to a halt. Dr. Melissa Foster, brilliant, young, with the kind of conventional beauty that had made her the subject of too many break room comments, was following a male researcher I vaguely recognized. She was smiling, her hand clasped in his, looking up at him with that same focused devotion I’d just seen in Renata’s eyes.


The man... Daniels? Davidson? ...caught sight of me and froze, his expression that of someone caught in a shameful act. He hadn’t been present for my speech; he’d been busy claiming one of our most valuable physicists for himself.


“Hey!” I shouted, lunging forward to grab him. “She’s needed for—”


He twisted away from my grasp with surprising agility, backing up several steps. “Stay away from us!”


“You don’t understand,” I insisted, advancing on them. “We need her expertise to reverse this. To free women from—”


“Fuck off!” Dr. Foster snapped, stepping between us. The fire in her eyes was pure Foster—she’d always been outspoken—but now that passion was directed toward protecting her new “master.” “He claimed me fair and square. Find your own.”


“Melissa, please,” I tried again. “You’re on the list. Dr. Quinn needs—”


But they were already retreating down the hallway, Foster shooting me a middle finger over her shoulder before they disappeared around a corner.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain barely registering through my frustration. They wouldn’t go far with the building locked down but what could I do? No point chasing after them... She would fight like hell to protect her “owner” now, and even if I managed to separate them, she would probably just refuse to help.


I hurried down the corridor, mentally checking off Ramona’s list against the faces I knew. How many could we still save? How many had already been claimed by men with far less noble intentions?


“Gabriel! Wait!”


The voice stopped me in my tracks, worried but strong, with a distinctive musical lilt. I turned to see Dr. Imani Ral striding toward me with purpose. Her dark curls bounced with each determined step, her lab coat open over a fitted blouse that accentuated her curves. At thirty-eight, she carried herself with the confidence of someone comfortable in her skin, her warm brown eyes usually dancing with humor. The neurolinguist was known for bringing laughter to even the most serious meetings, her brilliant mind wrapped in a disarmingly approachable package.


Now, however, there was no humor in her expression, only resolve.


I froze, suddenly acutely aware that her name was on my list. Did she know what I was doing? What I had already done to Alva and Renata? What I planned to do to her?


She stopped a few feet away, her usual easy confidence now tinged with visible unease. “I heard your speech in the atrium,” she said, her voice lower than usual. “I was on the mezzanine level. Saw everything.”


I stared at her, unable to comprehend why she would approach me if she knew what I was capable of—what I intended. “Then why are you here?”


To my astonishment, she extended her hand toward me, palm up, like an offering. “You need to claim me,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear evident in her eyes. “Right now.”


“What?” I managed, staring at her outstretched hand as though it might burn me.


“I want to help,” she said simply.


“If you want to help, why do I need to claim you?” I asked, bewildered by her request.


She gave me a look that, even in these circumstances, managed to convey a touch of her characteristic ‘isn’t it obvious?’ expression. “I would have expected Ramona to have made it clear when she gave you her list. Because we can’t risk someone else claiming me first and steering me away from the vital work,” she explained. “Look, I don’t know exactly what Ramona and Phoebe are working on, but if I can help—and hello, mind control is literally about the brain, which is kinda my specialty—I need to be claimed by someone who’ll point me in the right direction.” She took a deep breath. “Plus, I suspect I’ll be a lot more productive if I’m, you know, programmed to be dedicated to the cause.”


Her attempt at casual humor couldn’t quite mask her fear, but her logic was sound. I hesitated, my hand halfway to hers.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, her voice softening. “And scary as hell. But seriously, I’d rather it be you than some random dude who wants me to make him sandwiches for the rest of my life.” She wiggled her fingers, still extended toward me. “So come on. Do your thing before I lose my nerve.”


I took her hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers. “I claim you,” I said, the words still bitter on my tongue despite her consent.


The change swept over her like a wave. Her posture shifted subtly, her eyes widened, then focused on me with that now-familiar intensity. But unlike with Alva and Renata, I could see her analytical mind observing the transformation even as it happened.


“Whoa,” she said, blinking rapidly. “That’s… fascinating. There’s a definite shift in priority. I don’t think I’ve been changed in terms of personality, but there’s this new… framework? Like suddenly everything is organized around you.” She tilted her head, examining her own thoughts. “I still care about the same things, but now helping you is just… obviously the most important thing. Weird.” She smiled, and it was still Imani’s smile—warm and genuine—but now directed at me with an eagerness to please that had never been there before.


“You should join the others in my office,” I told her, releasing her hand.


“Your office. Got it.” She nodded, her curls bouncing. “If I run into any other women on your list, should I text you or something?”


“Yes, text me if you run into anyone on the list,” I replied, retrieving the teared paper and showing it to her, taken aback by her initiative. “And be careful.”


Imani nodded and headed toward my office, her usual bouncy stride now somehow more purposeful. As she disappeared around the corner, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t checked my phone since entering the MRI room hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to find three notifications.


The first was the emergency alert—that repulsive message from The Source that had started this nightmare. The second was just a random app requesting an update. But the third made my heart skip: a text from Wendy from ten minutes ago.


“Safe with Cedric. Looking for Olivia. Don’t worry.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fresh anxiety. She was safe—for now—but out there with Cedric, looking for his daughter. The image of them moving through the chaos of Chantwell, Wendy vulnerable to any man who might decide to claim her, sent a chill through me. Cedric would protect her, I knew that, but in this new reality, good intentions might not be enough.


I quickly typed a response:


“Thank God. Come to Echelon ASAP. Gathering team here. Locking down building. Stay safe.”


I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send, suddenly aware of what awaited Wendy when she arrived. How would I explain what I’d done? The women gathered in my office, all claimed, all now devoted to me? How could I possibly look her in the eyes and justify turning our colleagues into—what? My harem of brilliant scientists?


And then a more disturbing thought surfaced: would I need to claim Wendy too? The idea made me physically ill. To take my wife’s autonomy, to force her into the same state as Alva and the others—to make her obey me not through choice but compulsion—it was obscene. Yet if Ramona was right, the only way to protect these women was to claim them before someone else did…


I pocketed my phone and leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. In the space of an hour, I had become everything I despised. A man who took women’s freedom. A man who used power he shouldn’t have. And now I was contemplating doing the same to the woman I loved more than anything in the world.


For the greater good, I told myself again. To save everyone.


But as I pushed away from the wall and continued my grim task, I wondered if there would be anything left of the man Wendy loved when this was over—or if he had already disappeared, replaced by someone she would never recognize.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 10: Stolen Girl


Wendy


I walked alongside Cedric across the art campus, my mind strangely at ease despite the chaos unfolding around us. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the quad, making the scattered backpacks and abandoned art supplies look like bizarre sculptures against the manicured lawns. My curator’s eye couldn’t help but note the accidental installation art quality of it all: a commentary on sudden societal collapse, perhaps.


“Keep close,” Cedric murmured, his weathered face creased with worry as his eyes darted from building to building. His protective stance both touched and amused me. I’d never seen him so vigilant, so… commanding. It suited him, though I could tell he was deeply uncomfortable with our new dynamic.


“I’m right here,” I assured him, surprised by the warmth in my own voice. A part of me, the analytical part, observed this new tone with fascination. I sounded like myself, yet not. More devoted, somehow. More attuned to his needs.


He was holding his phone like a lifeline, periodically checking for new texts. We’d been trying to reach Olivia for the past hour. At first our attempt to dial her number had been met with a busy signal. Now, it went straight to voicemail, a sign that either her phone was dead or she’d turned it off.


The campus was in disarray, with fewer women visible with each passing minute. Those still unclaimed were darting between buildings or hiding behind sculptures. I spotted one girl crouched behind the abstract metal monstrosity the seniors had installed last fall. A poor choice, as its negative space offered little concealment. Most striking, though, were the groups of men, students and professors alike, some strutting proudly with multiple women in tow, others looking shell-shocked at their sudden power, a few appearing guilty yet still guiding their now “collections” like shepherds. More were alone, either roaming the campus in search of unclaimed women the more fortunate had missed or simply trying to navigate this bizarre new landscape.


“Professor Hargrove has six,” I observed, nodding toward the portly literature professor who’d always been overly familiar at faculty mixtures. He was surrounded by graduate students, all hanging on his every word with unnatural attentiveness. “Seems he finally got the audience he always wanted.”


Cedric didn’t laugh. His jaw tightened as he guided me around a discarded easel.


We were passing the digital arts building when a thin young man with thick glasses and an ill-fitting Star Wars t-shirt stepped into our path. Two young women flanked him: one with a nose ring and vibrant blue hair, the other a petite blonde with vacant eyes. His sudden confidence was clearly newfound, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist with surprising strength.


“Hey, beautiful,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “I claim you!”


Cedric moved with unexpected speed, shoving me behind him and facing the young man with such ferocity that the boy stumbled backward.


“I’m taken,” I said quickly, stepping slightly to Cedric’s side. I held up my hand, touching Cedric’s arm in a gesture that felt both protective and possessive. “Already claimed.”


The young man’s eyes darted between us, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously. “Sorry, man. Wasn’t sure.” He backed away, his claimed women following without question.


As they retreated, I scanned our surroundings with new awareness. “We stand out,” I said quietly. “Most men out here have multiple women now. You only have me, and we’re… well, we look like a couple rather than…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.


“Rather than master and slave?” Cedric supplied bitterly.


I winced at his tone. “I was going to say ‘rather than a man with his claimed woman.’ People might think you’re just protecting me, that I’m still… available.”


My eyes caught on a young woman huddled in the shadow of a doorway, her eyes wide with fear as a group of laughing fraternity boys passed by. “It might be safer if you claimed another woman,” I suggested casually. “Just to make it clear you’re one of them.”


Cedric stopped walking so abruptly I nearly collided with him. His expression was one of pure shock, then disgust. “Jesus Christ, Wendy. Listen to yourself!”


His displeasure hit me like a physical blow. I immediately regretted my words, feeling a confusing mixture of shame and frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I just want you to be safe. Do what you want.”


But did he know what he wanted? A small, curious part of my mind wondered if his moral stance would hold in this new reality. If he might regret not seizing opportunities while they existed. If his attraction to me, which I’d always sensed but he’d never acted upon out of respect for Gabriel and I, might finally find expression now that the old rules no longer applied. Now that I was his.


I moved closer to him as we resumed walking, letting my arm brush against his. The contact sent a small thrill through me. Not entirely sexual, but something more complex. A desire to please, to be valued, to be the focus of his attention. I studied his profile, noting the flush rising from his collar. Did it indicate arousal or discomfort? Did he, somewhere deep down, want me more than he wanted to protect me or respect my marriage?


“The architecture building is just past that fountain,” I said, my voice softer than necessary. “Then we’ll be close to Olivia’s dorm.”


“I know,” he snapped, clearly irritated. “I’ve visited her before.”


Cedric’s stride lengthened, putting a few inches between us. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat. “Have you heard from Gabriel?”


The question startled me. Gabriel. My husband. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about him since sending that hurried text, what, thirty minutes ago? Forty? He’d told me to let him know we were safe right after he’d claimed me, and I had, but then… nothing. No worry. No longing. Just compliance with his request.


I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the screen. “Yes, actually. He responded. He wants us to come to Echelon right away.”


Cedric nodded, his expression grim. “We will. But first, we need to find Olivia.” His voice softened when he mentioned his daughter, his entire focus shifting. I understood completely: finding her was the priority. I’d do anything to help him achieve that goal. Anything he wanted.


I noticed his discomfort at having me with him, the way his eyes occasionally darted to me with uncertainty, but his daughter came first. That made perfect sense to me.


As we approached the dormitory complex, a raucous noise drew our attention. A group of about twenty women were clustered around two men near the entrance, one wearing a backward baseball cap and a letterman jacket, the other sporting a patchy beard and a tank top that showcased mediocre tribal tattoos. Both were high-fiving and shotgunning beers while their claimed women cheered them on with enthusiasm.


“Jesus,” I murmured, unable to keep the disdain from my voice. “Those poor girls, claimed by such absolute creeps.”


Cedric’s shoulders tensed. “You do realize you’re in the same situation, right?” he muttered, not meeting my eyes.


“That’s completely different,” I protested, genuinely confused by the comparison. “You’re a good man, Cedric. You claimed me to protect me. I’m…” I searched for the right words, “I’m glad it was you.”


Cedric groaned, running a hand over his face. “Just… don’t. Please.” He quickened his pace toward the dormitory entrance, leaving me momentarily behind.


I hurried to catch up, a knot forming in my stomach. I’d displeased him again. Said the wrong thing. Failed to understand what he wanted from me. The feeling was surprisingly painful, like I’d failed at something fundamentally important. I needed to do better, to figure out what would make him happy.


We navigated through the dormitory’s winding corridors, Cedric moving with the certainty of a father familiar with his daughter’s territory. The building had that distinctive institutional smell, a mixture of industrial cleaner, microwaved ramen, and the faint mustiness of too many young adults living in close quarters. Under normal circumstances, I would have found it charming, a reminder of my own college days. Now, it felt ominous.


As we rounded a corner, we nearly collided with two young men huddled in intense conversation. They fell silent at our approach, their expressions haunted.


“—couldn’t stop them. They just took her, man. Right in front of us,” one was saying, his voice breaking.


“We tried, but there were three of them,” the other responded, running his hands through his hair repeatedly. “What could we do?”


They glanced at us warily, then relaxed slightly at the sight of Cedric: a middle-aged man with just one woman, not the predatory groups they’d been encountering. As they passed, I caught Cedric’s expression softening momentarily. For the first time since this nightmare began, he looked almost hopeful, witnessing evidence that not every man had embraced this new paradigm, that some had tried to protect rather than claim.


“At least some people tried to do the right thing,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.


We reached Olivia’s door, decorated with a small whiteboard covered in colorful doodles and inside jokes, and Cedric knocked firmly. “Olivia? It’s Dad.”


The door swung inward at his touch, already unlocked. My stomach tightened at the sight of the empty room. Olivia’s space was typically a creative chaos: art supplies, books, and vintage clothing creating a vibrant tapestry of her personality. Now, that chaos was disrupted. A chair lay overturned. A mug had shattered on the floor, coffee staining the worn carpet. Her backpack was still there, but her phone charger had been yanked from the wall.


“Olivia?” Cedric called again, his voice rising with panic as he moved through the small space, checking the tiny bathroom, looking under the bed as if his adult daughter might be hiding there. “OLIVIA!”


I scanned the room, noting the subtle signs of struggle. Not violent, perhaps, but hasty. The door hadn’t been forced. Had she opened it willingly? Had someone she knew come for her?


“Her jacket’s gone,” I said, pointing to the empty hook by the door.


Before Cedric could respond, a rhythmic thumping began to penetrate the wall, accompanied by increasingly vocal sounds of pleasure. Two distinct female voices moaned in unison, punctuated by a man’s deeper grunts.


“Yeah, that’s it,” the male voice growled. “Show me how much you fucking love belonging to me. Both of you. My perfect little sluts.”


The women’s responses were enthusiastic, their pleasure seemingly genuine despite the crude commands. I felt a strange twinge of understanding. Their devotion to pleasing him, their complete focus on his desires. It was familiar now.


Cedric’s face flushed crimson. Without hesitation, he strode to the adjoining door and slammed his shoulder against it. The cheap dormitory lock gave way immediately, the door banging open to reveal a scene of carnal indulgence.


A young man, perhaps twenty-two, with tousled brown hair and the lean physique of a runner,was on his bed with two naked women. One straddled him, her body moving in rhythm with his thrusts, while the other pressed herself against his back, her generous breasts flattened against his shoulder blades as she kissed his neck, one hand wrapped possessively around his throat. The young man’s head snapped up, his expression morphing from ecstasy to shock to embarrassment in rapid succession.


“Jesus Christ, Kyle!” Cedric bellowed.


Kyle recognized Cedric immediately—Olivia’s father, clearly a familiar figure. The woman on top of him scrambled off, and he stood awkwardly, making no attempt to cover himself, his erection bobbing obscenely.


“Mr. Appleton!” he stammered. “I—what are you—”


“Where’s Olivia?” Cedric demanded, his voice tight with restrained fury. His eyes darted around the room, and I could see the profound relief wash over him when he confirmed his daughter wasn’t part of this tableau.


The two women, one a redhead with a smattering of freckles across her shoulders, the other a brunette with an athletic build, moved to position themselves protectively in front of Kyle. Their nakedness seemed irrelevant to them; their only concern was shielding their man from the perceived threat. I understood completely. If someone had burst in threatening Cedric, I would have done exactly the same, regardless of my state of undress or dignity.


“Don’t you talk to him like that,” the redhead said, chin raised defiantly despite her vulnerable state.


Cedric’s jaw tightened. “I don’t give a damn about your little orgy here,” he said, though his disapproving glance belied his words. “Fuck whoever you want, however you want. I couldn’t care less. But if you don’t tell me where my daughter is right now, I swear to God I will tear this room apart with you in it.”


The women pressed closer to Kyle, their bodies forming a barrier between him and Cedric’s rage. The brunette’s hands balled into fists, ready to defend her master despite the obvious physical mismatch. Again, I felt that strange resonance—their devotion made perfect sense to me now.


“I… I saw her,” Kyle said, his voice cracking. He reached for a pair of boxers and pulled them on hastily. “About twenty minutes ago. I was coming back from, uh, finding Tasha and Jen here.” He gestured to the women, who beamed at him despite the tense situation. “I was heading up the stairs when I saw this older guy… like, maybe your age, but not as, uh, built… with Olivia and some other girls.”


“What do you mean ‘with’ her?” Cedric’s voice was dangerously quiet.


Kyle swallowed hard. “He’d claimed them. Olivia and like, four or five other girls. Art students, I think. I recognized a couple from her classes.”


I watched the blood drain from Cedric’s face.


“He claimed my daughter?” The words seemed to physically pain him.


Kyle nodded miserably. “I’m sorry, Mr. Appleton. It happened so fast. He was leading them all out, saying something about his car and how they’d have to squeeze in to fit. Olivia looked… I don’t know, calm? Like everyone does after they’re claimed.” He glanced at his own women with a mixture of pride and discomfort. “I swear that’s all I know. I’ve never seen the guy before. Older dude, like in his forties, dark hair, glasses. Not from campus.”


Cedric stood frozen, his worst fears confirmed. I placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tremor of rage and fear running through his muscles.


“We’ll find her,” I said with absolute certainty. “We’ll go to Echelon like Gabriel said. They’ll help us.”


Cedric nodded mechanically, his eyes unfocused. “If he hurts her—”


“We’ll find her,” I repeated, more firmly this time. I turned to Kyle, who was now sitting on the edge of his bed, his claimed women pressed against him protectively. “If you see her again, or hear anything, call Cedric immediately.”


Kyle nodded vigorously. “Of course. I’m really sorry, Mr. Appleton. Olivia’s cool. She doesn’t deserve this shit.” Right... ‘this shit.’ The same ‘shit’ that’s made him King Stud in this dorm room. I felt my lip curl in a snarl.


As we left the room, I heard one of the women murmuring comforting words to Kyle, assuring him he’d done nothing wrong, that he was perfect, that they’d make him feel better. The door closed behind us, and we stood in the silent hallway, the implications of what we’d learned settling over us like a shroud.


“Let’s get back to the truck,” Cedric said finally, his voice hollow. “We need to get to Echelon.”


I followed him without question, my heart aching for his pain while my mind remained strangely, disturbingly clear about my purpose: to support Cedric in whatever he needed, to help him find his daughter, to make him proud of claiming me, despite the fact he didn’t want to claim me in the first place. The contradiction didn’t trouble me as much as it should have. This was my reality now, and I would excel within its parameters.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 14 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 14 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 13 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 21 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 21 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 22 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 11: Tally


Gabriel


I guided Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick through Echelon’s east wing corridor, my hand occasionally touching the small of their backs to direct them around corners. The gesture felt simultaneously natural and deeply wrong. Fifty minutes into this nightmare, and I was already adapting to a world where I “owned” women. I’d found both scientists locked inside their respective offices. The first one, Dr. Abbot, I had managed to convince to open the door by promising that I was there to help. I claimed her on the spot. Then I’d used the first woman to lure the second one from the safety of her office. The entire thing felt like an awful, predatory game. I felt like shit...


Dr. Helena Abbott walked with military precision, her silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized her sharp cheekbones and penetrating gray eyes. At forty-five, she maintained the fit physique of someone who hiked mountains to place atmospheric monitoring equipment. Her tailored charcoal pantsuit only heightened the sense of authority that radiated from her.


Beside her, Dr. Nia Fenwick moved with a quieter energy, her slight frame almost disappearing into her oversized cardigan. At twenty-seven, she was one of our youngest theoretical physicists, brilliant but painfully shy. Her round glasses kept slipping down her nose, and she’d push them up with an ink-stained finger, her mousy brown hair falling in waves around a face that was plain but pleasant, with intelligent eyes that missed nothing.


“Dr. Abbott, Dr. Fenwick,” I said, checking my watch, “I need to know if either of you has seen Lenore Renton in the last hour. She’s the last person on my half of the list.” I had been unable to locate her despite my best efforts. I also tried not to think about Dr. Foster, whose loss still stung. I hoped Edward would catch the asshole that claimed her, but then what would we even do with them?


Dr. Abbott shook her head. “I’ve been in the atmospheric modeling lab since 8 AM. I didn’t emerge until that… message… was broadcast.”


“I saw her at breakfast,” Dr. Fenwick offered quietly, pushing her glasses up. “She mentioned meeting Elaine for lunch in town. I haven’t seen her since.”


My stomach tightened. Lunch in town. With Elaine, Wendy and Cedric. The timing aligned too perfectly.


“Did she say where specifically?” I pressed.


“The café on Maple, I think. The French one.” Fenwick’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong? I mean, beyond the obvious.”


I didn’t answer immediately, a horrible possibility taking shape in my mind. What if Wendy had been claimed by someone else? What if her text, “Safe with Cedric, looking for Olivia”, had been sent under duress? What if some stranger now controlled my wife, forcing her to lie to keep me from searching for her?


I pulled out my phone and dialed Wendy’s number, my heart pounding against my ribs. One ring. Two rings. Three—


“Gabriel?” Wendy’s voice came through, clear and familiar.


“Wendy,” I breathed, relief washing over me. “Are you really with Cedric? Are you safe? Tell me the truth.”


“Yes, I’m with Cedric,” she replied, her tone oddly bright. “We’re on our way to Echelon. We couldn’t find Olivia. Someone claimed her, Gabriel. Some older man with multiple women already.”


I closed my eyes, processing this new horror. Poor Olivia. Poor Cedric.


“Let me talk to him,” I demanded, needing confirmation.


There was a rustling sound, then Cedric’s voice, tight with barely controlled rage. “Gabriel. It’s me. We’re coming to Echelon now. Someone took my daughter.”


The raw pain in his voice was unmistakable. This was Cedric, and he was with Wendy. Whatever else had happened, at least she was with someone who would protect her, on her way to me.


“I’m sorry about Olivia,” I said, meaning it. “We’ll figure something out. I have a few more things to finish here, but I’ll meet you in the atrium when you arrive.”


“We’ll be there in fifteen,” Cedric replied shortly before handing the phone back to Wendy.


“See you soon,” Wendy said, that strange brightness still in her voice.


I ended the call, exhaling slowly. They were safe. As safe as anyone could be in this new reality. But something in Wendy’s tone bothered me, an unfamiliar cadence I couldn’t quite place.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Abbott asked, her usual stern expression softened slightly with concern.


“My wife is on her way here,” I explained, pocketing my phone. “She’s with a friend, but his daughter has been claimed.”


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Fenwick said softly. “This is all so horrible.”


I knocked on my own office door, a surreal gesture that perfectly encapsulated the absurdity of this day. Everything familiar had become strange, including the protocol for entering the space I’d occupied for years.


“Who is it?” Alva’s voice called from inside, professional even now.


“It’s Gabriel,” I answered, feeling the weight of the two women behind me, their presence both comforting and condemning.


The door opened immediately, revealing Alva’s perfectly composed face, though her eyes lit up at the sight of me in a way I’d never seen before. “Gabriel, we’ve been waiting for you.”


I ushered Dr. Abbott and Dr. Fenwick inside, closing the door behind us. My office, normally a sanctuary of order and rational thought, now felt like a harem. Three women turned to me with expressions ranging from adoration to uncertainty, but all with the same underlying attentiveness, like satellites oriented toward a central planet, tidally locked.


Dr. Mendez stood by my bookshelf, and I nearly did a double-take. The conservative blouse she’d worn earlier was now unbuttoned to reveal a generous amount of cleavage, her posture deliberately accentuating the display. This was the same woman who, less than an hour ago, had backed into a corner begging me not to claim her, tears streaming down her face. Now she watched me with hopeful anticipation, clearly curious about my reaction to her transformation.


My body responded before my mind could intervene. A flash of heat, a quickening pulse; followed immediately by confusion and displeasure. The whiplash of her change disturbed me on a fundamental level.


Imani caught my expression and laughed, a knowing sound that cut through the tension. “I told you he wouldn’t like it, Renata,” she said, shaking her head. “Gabriel isn’t that kind of man.”


Dr. Mendez’s face fell, her hands quickly moving to button her blouse. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, clearly distressed at having displeased me. “I just thought… I’ve seen you look at me during presentations sometimes, and I wanted to…” She trailed off, making me even more uncomfortable with the implication that she’d noticed my occasional unprofessional glances.


“That’s not… I never meant to…” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. Had I really been so transparent? The thought that my colleagues had noticed such moments of weakness made me want to sink through the floor.


“Do you need us to do anything, sir?” Alva asked, mercifully changing the subject. She stood with her notepad ready, as if this were any normal workday where she’d be taking dictation rather than awaiting commands from her “master.”


Dr. Abbott stepped forward, her stern demeanor somehow intact despite the claiming. “Should we begin working immediately? I assume there’s a specific project you need us for, given the urgency of your… collection.” She hesitated on the last word, as if searching for the appropriate term for what I’d done to them.


I ran a hand through my hair, increasingly flustered by the situation. Six pairs of eyes watched me expectantly, waiting for direction, for purpose. The weight of their dependence pressed down on me like a physical force.


“I need you all to stay here for now,” I said finally. “I have to report back to Dr. Quinn in the MRI room. We’ll brief everyone on the situation once we’ve gathered all the necessary personnel.”


“Is there anything we can prepare while you’re gone?” Dr. Fenwick asked quietly, her shy demeanor now tinged with an eagerness to serve that made me profoundly uncomfortable.


“No,” I said more sharply than intended, then softened my tone. “Just… wait here. I’ll be back soon.”


I backed toward the door, needing to escape the suffocating atmosphere of devotion. These brilliant women, reduced to awaiting my commands, one of them even thinking I’d want her to use her body to please me because of a couple glances over the years. The reality of what was happening hit me anew with each passing minute.


I made my way back toward the MRI room, cutting through the atrium with quick, purposeful strides. The vast open space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, now echoed with an eerie emptiness. No sign of Cedric and Wendy yet. The main entrance doors stood wide open. Edward must have unlocked them at the one-hour mark as promised, allowing people to come and go. Birds chirped outside, a discordant contrast to the surreal scene inside.


The corridors leading to the medical wing were unnervingly quiet as well. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of movement, researchers huddled in offices, but most people seemed to be hiding or had fled the facility entirely. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d had the option to escape this nightmare, I might have taken it too.


As I approached the MRI suite, I spotted Duncan already waiting outside, his lean frame propped against the wall, fingers drumming nervously against his thigh. Edward stood beside him, deep in conversation with another security officer, a woman I recognized from my security briefings but had rarely interacted with directly.


She was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and a solid build that spoke of serious physical training. Despite her imposing stature, her face was striking rather than harsh: clear blue eyes, a strong jaw, and short blonde hair that framed her features well. She wore the standard Echelon security uniform, but it seemed tailored to accommodate her large frame.


I approached cautiously, uncertain of her status in this new world order. Had Edward claimed her? Was she still herself? The question must have shown on my face because she smirked, one eyebrow raising slightly.


“Yes, I’ve been claimed, Mr. Ritter,” she said, her voice surprisingly melodious for someone of her size. “By Edward here. Don’t worry, I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job.”


Edward shifted uncomfortably. “This is Warda Collins. Best officer on my team. It was the only way, Gabriel. I couldn’t risk losing her skills, and she actually agreed beforehand.”


So Imani hadn’t been an isolated case. There had been other women who’d willingly offered themselves to men they trusted. The realization was both fascinating and horrifying, a further blurring of the lines between consent and control.


Warda nodded, her expression professional despite the absurdity of the situation. “Better the devil you know,” she said with a shrug that suggested pragmatism rather than resignation.


Before I could respond, Dr. Bernard Smith rounded the corner, slightly out of breath but moving with determination. His white beard was disheveled, and sweat beaded on his forehead.


“Sorry I’m late,” he panted, adjusting his glasses.


I nodded, eager to know many women Duncan and him had managed to claim, but waiting for us all to gather in the MRI room. Ramona was now, in all the ways that mattered, the head of this operation. She deserved to hear the results firsthand.


I turned to the heavy door of the MRI room. “Ramona? Phoebe? It’s Gabriel. We’re coming in.” I knocked firmly, then waited, giving them time to move to the shielded corner where they’d be protected even with the door open.


After a moment, Ramona’s voice came through: “We’re ready.”


I pushed open the door, and we filed in, myself first, followed by Duncan, Edward, Warda, and finally Dr. Smith.


Ramona and Phoebe stood in the far corner of the room, partially obscured by the bulk of the MRI machine. Their expressions shifted from relief at seeing me to suspicion when they spotted Edward, Warda, and Dr. Smith.


“I don’t recall giving my approval for anyone other than Duncan and you to join us,” Ramona said sharply, her eyes narrowing at the newcomers.


“I had to improvise,” I explained, closing the door behind us. “We needed help. Edward has secured the building, and Dr. Smith went to claim the women from computing...”


“And her?” Phoebe nodded toward Warda, not bothering to hide her distrust.


“I’m claimed,” Warda stated flatly. “By Edward. I’m here to protect this operation.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror as she processed Warda’s status, turning toward Edward. “You claimed her? And you brought her here? Are you—”


“That’s enough,” Ramona cut in, her voice level but firm. She adjusted her lab coat and fixed Edward with a clinical stare. “I understand the necessity of your actions, but I need to establish a clear boundary. No programmed women in the MRI room. Period.”


I nodded in agreement. The fewer variables in our secure space, the better.


Warda’s eyes immediately flicked to Edward, her body tensing slightly as she awaited his response. The subtle shift in her posture sent a chill through me.


Edward cleared his throat. “Warda, wait outside. Maintain the perimeter.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, and without hesitation, she exited the room, the heavy door closing behind her with a pneumatic hiss.


Phoebe’s shoulders visibly relaxed once Warda was gone. She pushed her glasses up her nose and returned to the makeshift workstation she’d assembled near the MRI controls.


Ramona straightened a stack of papers on the small desk near one of the walls. “Now, let’s assess our situation. Who did we manage to secure?” Her clinical tone made it sound like we were discussing equipment acquisition rather than the claiming of human beings.


Duncan stepped forward, his fingers tapping nervously against his thigh. “I got Dr. Maren Kephart, Dr. Elodie Thorne, and Dr. Saira Callen from the biology department.” He ran a hand over his shaved head. “Couldn’t locate Dr. Junia Verhoeven or Dr. Imani Ral. And Dr. Linnea Crespo was already claimed by someone in genetics when I got there. Some postdoc.”


“Dr. Ral came to me,” I interjected, remembering her calm, analytical approach to her own claiming. “She heard what was happening and volunteered. She’s with the others in my office now.”


Ramona nodded, making a note on her pad. “Interesting. Self-selection as a protective strategy. Logical.”


Dr. Smith cleared his throat. “I managed to claim Dr. Petra Silvra and Dr. Kaori Dressen from computing.” He hesitated, adjusting his glasses. “And, somewhat unexpectedly, I found Lenore Renton hiding near the atrium when I was returning. She’s now… with me as well.”


My stomach tightened at this news. Lenore, brilliant, vibrant Lenore, claimed by Bernard Smith? And what about Elaine? The two women were practically inseparable. I had suspected they had never made it back from town, but if Lenore was here, where was Elaine?


“I couldn’t locate Dr. Thalia Wex,” Smith added. “Her office was empty.”


“I claimed Alva Tanner, Dr. Renata Mendez, Dr. Helena Abbott, Dr. Nia Fenwick, and as I mentioned, Dr. Imani Ral,” I reported, the words still feeling foreign in my mouth. “I couldn’t get to Dr. Melissa Foster in time. She was claimed by Davidson from quantum computing.”


Edward shifted his weight, his expression grim. “Warda found Elaine Pierce hiding in the east corridor service tunnel. She brought her to me, and I…” he trailed off, then straightened his shoulders. “I claimed her. It seemed the safest option at the time.”


The implications hit me like a physical blow. Elaine and Lenore, partners, engaged to be married, now claimed by different men. The bond between them, one of the strongest relationships I’d witnessed at Echelon, was now fundamentally altered.


Ramona’s face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes: the only indication that this news affected her. “So that’s eleven out of twenty-two. I’m not counting Ms. Tanner, obviously,” she said, tallying the numbers. “Half.”


The room fell silent as we absorbed this reality. Half of the women we’d identified as crucial to understanding and potentially reversing this situation were now under our control, but that meant half were lost to us, claimed by others or hiding somewhere.


“It’s better than I anticipated, given the circumstances,” Ramona said finally, her pragmatism reasserting itself. “It will have to do.”


“What now?” Phoebe asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard it.


Ramona leaned against the MRI console, her expression grave as she surveyed our small group. “We need to establish a secure perimeter around Echelon immediately. The situation outside will only deteriorate as power dynamics settle. I wouldn’t expect things to normalize any time soon.”


Edward nodded, his military background evident in his posture. “The facility was designed with security in mind. We can lock down all secondary access points and funnel any necessary traffic through the atrium. It’s defensible.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I’ve lost most of my team. I think the guys fled, either out of fear or to get a piece of the pie for themselves. But I still have Warda, Rodriguez, and Reeves. Unless we’re facing a coordinated assault, we should be able to maintain the perimeter.”


“Good,” Ramona said. “I want a complete sweep of the building. Anyone not essential to our work needs to leave. The only exceptions are missing women from our list if you locate them, or men who might contribute meaningfully to our efforts.” She turned to Duncan and me. “You two will need to vet any male candidates before they’re allowed to stay, and I’ll make the final decision.”


I nodded, though the idea of turning people away into the chaos outside didn’t sit well with me. But Ramona was right. We couldn’t protect everyone, and our mission had to take priority.


“Mr. Barrett will start sweeping through the building. We’ll establish protocols tomorrow,” Ramona continued. “For now, I think it’s best if everyone else rests and… comes to terms with the situation, if that’s even possible.” Her clinical tone faltered slightly on those last words, a rare crack in her composure. “We’ll reconvene at 0800 hours to discuss logistics, energy usage, food supplies, equipment allocation, and scheduling.”


“What about the women we’ve claimed?” Dr. Smith asked, adjusting his glasses nervously. “What should we do with them?”


Ramona shook her head firmly. “Keep them comfortable but secure. Phoebe and I will brief them tomorrow, after our meeting. Make sure they understand that they will be working for us.”


We all nodded in agreement, the weight of our responsibility settling heavily on our shoulders. Ramona and Phoebe retreated to their shielded corner, and we filed out of the MRI room, the door sealing behind us with a heavy thud.


“I need to get to the atrium,” I said to Edward as we reached the corridor junction. “My wife is probably here by now.”


Edward nodded. “I’ll start the sweep from the west wing. We’ll meet back at the atrium in an hour to secure the main entrance.”


I broke into a jog as soon as we parted ways, my footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The rational part of my mind knew I should be helping with the security sweep, organizing the women I’d claimed, preparing for tomorrow’s meeting, but all I could think about was Wendy. I needed to see her, to confirm with my own eyes that she was truly safe.


I burst into the atrium, my heart pounding against my ribs. The vast space, normally bustling with researchers and visitors, felt cavernous and empty except for two figures near the central fountain. Cedric sat on the marble edge, shoulders slumped, staring at the floor with an expression of utter defeat. Beside him stood Wendy, my Wendy, alive and apparently unharmed. Relief flooded through me like a physical force.


“Wendy!” I called out, breaking into a run.


She turned at the sound of my voice, her expression flickering with something I couldn’t quite identify before settling into a smile. I reached her in seconds, pulling her into my arms, feeling her solid warmth against me.


“Thank God you’re safe,” I murmured into her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. “Both of you,” I added, glancing at Cedric. “Thank you for protecting her.”


Cedric didn’t meet my eyes. He nodded vaguely, his face a mask of misery that I attributed entirely to Olivia’s situation. I should have paid more attention to that look, should have recognized it for what it was, but my relief at finding Wendy blinded me to everything else.


“I was so worried,” I continued, pulling back to look at her face. “When I heard what was happening in town—”


Wendy cut me off by leaning forward and pressing her lips to mine. The kiss was passionate, almost desperate, but there was something mechanical about it, a performance quality I’d never felt from her before. I dismissed the thought. We were all under tremendous stress. Nothing would feel normal today.


When she pulled away, her eyes darted to Cedric, as if seeking his approval or reaction. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, and it sent a ripple of confusion through me.


“I’m so sorry about Olivia,” I said to Cedric, trying to focus on the immediate crisis. “We’ll find her, I promise. We have resources here, people who can help.”


Cedric remained silent, his eyes fixed on some middle distance. The depth of his pain was evident, but there was something else there too: a guilt that seemed disproportionate even to the terrible situation.


“You should stay here tonight,” I continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “We have visiting researchers’ apartments that are fully furnished. You can use one until we figure out what to do about Olivia.”


Cedric nodded mutely, still not meeting my gaze.


I gently pulled Wendy a few steps away, wanting a moment alone with my wife. “I was terrified,” I admitted quietly, cupping her face in my hands. “When that message came through, and I realized what was happening…”


“I’m fine,” she assured me, her smile a perfect replica of the one I knew so well, yet somehow too perfect, too deliberate. “Cedric protected me. We’re both safe now.”


A thought that had been lurking at the edges of my consciousness pushed forward: what if someone claimed her before we managed to free women?


The solution seemed obvious, horrible as it was. I had to claim her myself. For her protection. For our marriage. The rationalization came easily, even as my conscience recoiled.


“Wendy,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine. “I claim you.”


I waited for the change, that subtle shift in posture and expression I’d seen in every woman I’d claimed today. The sudden focus, the devotion, the realignment of priorities. But Wendy just stood there, looking slightly awkward, her expression unchanged.


“Wendy?” I repeated, confusion mounting.


She glanced over at Cedric again, and this time I followed her gaze. Cedric had risen to his feet, his face contorted with anguish, tears welling in his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “I had to… there were these men… they cornered us in an alley… they were going to… I couldn’t let them… I’m so sorry, Gabriel, I didn’t want to… I had to protect her… I claimed her… I’m sorry…”


His words dissolved into incoherence, but I’d heard enough. The truth hit me like a physical blow, driving the air from my lungs. Cedric had claimed my wife. My Wendy now belonged to my best friend.


I stepped back from her, my hands falling away as if she’d suddenly become white-hot. The woman standing before me looked like my wife, sounded like my wife, but she wasn’t, not in the way that mattered most. Her priorities, her devotion, her love, all of it now redirected to Cedric.


I was staring at Wendy’s ghost, the empty shell of our marriage, and the betrayal cut so deep I could barely breathe through it.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 21 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 21 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 22 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 12: Borrowed Priorities


Wendy


I stood at the window of our temporary apartment, watching the sun sink behind the mountains. The visiting researcher’s quarters weren’t exactly homey: neutral beige walls, functional furniture that prioritized durability over comfort, and that faint antiseptic smell that permeated all of Echelon’s wings. But the view was spectacular. Fiery oranges and deep purples painted the sky over the pine trees as daylight retreated, casting long shadows across the campus below.


What a strange day it had been. The thought floated through my mind with an odd detachment, as though I were commenting on unusual cloud formations rather than the complete upheaval of human society. I should be terrified, outraged, devastated—any number of appropriate emotions for what had happened. Instead, I felt this peculiar calm, this acceptance that seemed to hover just at the edge of my consciousness. I recognized its abnormality, could see it intellectually, but couldn’t quite feel the wrongness of it. The most pressing emotion was a low-grade anxiety about being separated from Cedric. He was just down the hall in his own assigned quarters, but even that short distance felt uncomfortable, like a rubber band stretched too far.


The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Gabriel entering. My husband, my brilliant, kind husband whom I’d loved for over a decade, looked utterly destroyed. His shoulders slumped forward as though carrying an invisible weight. The lines around his eyes had deepened, and his normally neat hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his hands through it. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie long abandoned. I noted all these details with clinical precision, understanding that I should feel concerned, should rush to comfort him. And I did feel concern, in a distant, theoretical way, like recognizing the correct answer on a test without feeling any emotional connection to it.


He stopped just inside the doorway, staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, part longing, part grief, part uncertainty. The realization that he was still processing what had happened between Cedric and me flickered through my mind. Of course he was. How could he not be? And suddenly I remembered the instruction Cedric had given me on the way to Echelon: “Take care of Gabriel. He’s your husband, and he needs you now more than ever.”


This was my mission now, and I would excel at it. I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen momentarily before melting into the embrace. “You look exhausted,” I said, guiding him to the small sofa. “Sit down. Have you eaten anything today?”


Gabriel allowed himself to be led, his body stiff at first, then gradually melting into my embrace as we settled onto the couch. He leaned his head against my shoulder, but I could feel the reservation in his posture, the careful way he held himself slightly apart even as he sought comfort.


“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I got all of my claimed women settled in the larger suite down the corridor.” His voice was tight, uncomfortable. He glanced at me, then quickly away, as though expecting anger or hurt.


I felt neither. Instead, I experienced a strange sense of rightness about the situation. Of course Gabriel had claimed women, it was necessary, practical. They belonged to him now, just as I belonged to Cedric. The thought should have horrified me, should have sparked jealousy or outrage, but instead it felt as natural as breathing. The only reason I knew it should bother me was because Cedric believed it was wrong, and what mattered to him mattered to me.


“You did what you had to do,” I said, stroking his hair gently. “Ramona needed those scientists, and you protected them from being claimed by others who might have… misused them.” I chose my words carefully, aware that my true feelings, my complete acceptance of the new order, would only distress him further. I wouldn’t tell him how utterly normal it would be for me if he suddenly blurted out that he was forming a harem with these women and might spend his nights with them instead of me. The thought didn’t hurt; it would in fact be a relief to know that they might ease his loneliness, that he would feel less needy for my attention so I could focus more on Cedric. Be what I knew the kind man had always secretly wanted me to be: HIS lover.


Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears, and they spilled over, tracking down his cheeks. I wiped them away with my thumb, making appropriate soothing noises while feeling strangely removed from the moment. I was performing the role of the concerned wife perfectly, I thought, I hoped, while my mind circled back to Cedric like a compass finding north. Was he comfortable in his room? Did he need anything? Should I check on him after Gabriel fell asleep? No, he told me to take care of my husband. He would be displeased if I abandoned that responsibility, no matter how strong the impulse. He didn’t want me, not like this, not yet. It was the wrong context.


“Do you…” Gabriel’s voice broke, and he swallowed hard before continuing. “Do you still love me?” The question came out small and terrified.


“Of course I do,” I answered immediately—perhaps too quickly. I paused, considering it. I did love Gabriel, that much was true. I loved him exactly as much as I always had. But it was like comparing a candle to the sun; both gave light, but one overwhelmed the other so completely that the flame of the candle did not even register against it. The flame of my love for Gabriel was burning just as brightly as ever, but now, next to the blazing intensity of my devotion for Cedric, it felt insignificant, irrelevant, a mere flicker in the midst of a beautiful inferno.


I looked at Gabriel’s tear-stained face and suddenly realized what might help him, what might help us both. Sex had always been a point of tension between us; my drive never quite matched his, and in the last few years, with the stress of work and life, intimacy had become even more infrequent. How many times had he gently complained, tried to initiate only to be met with excuses about exhaustion or early mornings? Perhaps this was exactly what he needed, what we both needed: for him to relax and for me to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be.


The thought wasn’t particularly arousing. I felt a flicker of desire, but it was distant. My body knew how to respond to Gabriel, knew the patterns of our lovemaking, but my mind kept circling back to Cedric. For a moment, I hesitated. Giving myself to another man felt… wrong somehow, like a betrayal. But then I remembered Cedric’s words. This was part of my mission, and that realization sent a thrill through me. Tot sexual excitement, but the satisfaction of fulfilling my purpose, of playing my role in this strange new adventure that Cedric and I were sharing.


“You know what might help you relax?” I whispered, sliding my hand up his chest. I still briefly wondered if it would hurt Cedric to know I was intimate with Gabriel. Had it hurt him before, all those years of our marriage, knowing I shared Gabriel’s bed? Poor man, carrying that burden silently. But this was different now. This wasn’t betrayal but mission, wasn’t pleasure but purpose.


Gabriel looked startled, then uncertain. “Wendy, I don’t know if that’s—”


I silenced him with a kiss, gentle at first, then deepening as I felt his resistance waver. His hands remained at his sides for several long moments before finally, hesitantly, coming to rest on my hips. I could feel the conflict in him, the ethical man who knew something was wrong with my behavior battling with the exhausted husband who desperately needed comfort, connection, and the illusion of normalcy.


“Let me take care of you,” I murmured against his lips, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced efficiency. I knew exactly how to touch him, where to kiss him, how to elicit those small gasps that indicated pleasure. I’d been his wife for years; I knew his body as well as my own. As I moved my lips down his neck, I focused intently on his reactions, cataloging them with a detached precision that would have been foreign to our lovemaking before. I was performing, in a way, not falsely, but with a deliberate attention to detail that came from seeing this as a task to excel at rather than a mutual expression of desire.


His hands grew bolder as his resistance crumbled, sliding under my blouse, tracing familiar paths along my skin. I arched into his touch, a response so ingrained it felt automatic. I moaned at the right moments, whispered the things I knew he liked to hear, all while maintaining that strange dual awareness: I was Wendy, Gabriel’s loving wife, and I was also Cedric’s devoted servant, fulfilling his instructions to perfection.


“Are you sure?” Gabriel whispered, his voice rough with emotion and growing desire. His eyes searched mine, perhaps looking for some sign that I wasn’t myself, that this passion was manufactured.


“I’ve never been more sure,” I replied, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. I was certain this was what I should be doing, what Cedric would want me to do. I guided Gabriel’s hand to the zipper of my skirt, encouraging him without words. “I want to make you feel good. I want to be here for you.”


The conflict in his eyes didn’t fully disappear, but it receded behind a veil of need and exhaustion. His fingers fumbled with my zipper, and I helped him, sliding the skirt down my legs while maintaining eye contact. I knew exactly how to move, how to touch, how to be the Wendy he remembered and needed right now. And if my motivation had shifted from desire to duty, from passion to purpose, well, that was my secret to keep.


I grew bolder, my movements precise and practiced as I guided Gabriel toward the bed. We undressed each other with the familiar choreography of long-married couples, my fingers working his belt buckle while his hands slipped beneath my blouse, unhooking my bra with practiced ease. I noticed how his eyes lingered on my body, drinking me in with a mixture of desire and uncertainty that tugged at something deep inside me, not quite guilt, but awareness of the strange duplicity of the moment.


“Lie back,” I whispered, gently pushing him onto the mattress. He complied, his eyes never leaving mine, searching for something—reassurance, perhaps, or some sign that I was still the woman he married. I wasn’t, but in all the ways that mattered to him right now, I would be, and I was determined to prove it.


I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock, stroking him with the perfect pressure I knew he preferred, not too firm at first, gradually increasing as his breathing quickened. I calculated each movement, each twist of my wrist, each breathy moan I released. When I lowered my head to take him into my mouth, I maintained the mental checklist of what Gabriel enjoyed: swirling my tongue around the head, taking him deeper but not too deep, using my hand in tandem with my mouth.


I didn’t linger too long with the oral attention. Just enough to show enthusiasm without raising suspicion. Before The Source, before Cedric, I’d never particularly enjoyed giving oral sex, though I’d indulge Gabriel on special occasions or when I felt particularly generous. Now, I realized with a strange detachment, I could happily spend hours pleasuring him this way if Cedric had instructed me to do so. I could let Gabriel take me in ways I’d always refused: anal sex, which I’d adamantly rejected despite his occasional hints, or inviting his claimed women to join us. The thought didn’t repulse me; it simply existed as a possibility, a potential service I could render. But I knew such eagerness would only highlight how fundamentally I’d changed, so I carefully modulated my responses, walking the tightrope between the wife he knew and the devoted servant I’d become.


“I want to feel you inside me,” I murmured, straddling his hips and guiding him into me. I was wet enough, my body responding to the physical stimulation even as my mind remained focused on performance rather than pleasure. I rode him slowly at first, then with increasing urgency, my hands braced on his chest. I moaned when appropriate, gasped when he hit particularly sensitive spots, all while maintaining that strange dual consciousness: present in the physical act while emotionally detached, observing myself pleasing my husband as though watching from a distance.


I turned around, presenting my back to him as I continued to ride him. This position had always been one of his favorites. He loved watching my ass move as I took him, loved the access it gave him to my chest when he sat up. It was familiar territory, something we’d done countless times, nothing that would signal to him that anything had changed.


Gabriel leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back, his hands reaching around to cup my breasts. His fingers found my nipples, pinching them just hard enough to make me gasp. I heard a strange sound, a soft, choked noise, and realized with a start that he was crying even as he thrust into me with increasing force. For a moment, I considered stopping, turning around to comfort him, to ask what was wrong, but his movements became more urgent, his grip on my hips tightening as he drove himself deeper.


“God, Wendy,” he groaned, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you so much.”


I reached back to touch his face, feeling the wetness of tears on his cheeks. “I love you too,” I whispered, and it didn’t feel like a lie. I did love him. It was just that love now existed in a different context, a smaller room in a house where Cedric occupied the master suite.


His rhythm faltered, then quickened, and I felt him stiffen beneath me, inside me, as he came with a shuddering groan. I pretended to follow shortly after, completing the illusion that nothing had changed between us.


We collapsed together onto the bed, his arms wrapping around me as we caught our breath. I turned to face him, nestling against his chest, stroking his hair the way I always had after we made love. His expression remained troubled despite the physical release, anxiety lurking behind the post-coital haze in his eyes.


“Nothing has changed,” I whispered, kissing his shoulder, his neck, his jaw. “I’m still me. I still love you, Gabriel. I always will.” The words were true in their way: I did love him, with the same affection I’d always had. But they were also the greatest lie I’d ever told him. Everything had changed.


We lay in silence for a while, my head on Gabriel’s chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The room had grown dark, the last of the sunset fading to deep blue outside the window. I felt a strange contentment. Mission accomplished, husband comforted. But the peace was short-lived.


Gabriel groaned suddenly, the sound vibrating through his chest. He shifted away from me, propping himself up on one elbow to look at my face. His eyes were haunted, searching.


“Did Cedric tell you to do this?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Did he tell you to fuck me?”


The question hit me like a slap. “What? No!” I sat up, pulling the sheet around me instinctively. “Gabriel, how could you think that?”


It wasn’t exactly a lie. Cedric hadn’t specifically instructed me to have sex with Gabriel. He’d told me to take care of him, to be there for him. Sex was my own interpretation of those instructions, my own solution to the problem of Gabriel’s distress.


Gabriel threw back the covers and stood, pacing naked across the small room, running his hands through his already disheveled hair. “It’s not real,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re gone. I know you’re gone. I’ve seen it, in all of them.” He gestured vaguely toward the door, toward the corridor where his claimed women were housed. “The way they look at me now, the way they only care about what I want.” He turned to me, his expression raw with pain. “And I know that’s how you are with Cedric now. You’re not having sex with me because you want me. You’re doing it because somehow, in some way, it’s what Cedric wants.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, at a loss. What could I say? He was right. The old Wendy, the woman I’d been before The Source, before Cedric, would have been honest even when the truth hurt. But admitting the truth now would conflict with Cedric’s instructions to take care of Gabriel, to be there for him. How could I be there for him if I confirmed his worst fears?


Tears welled in my eyes, spilling over before I could stop them. Not because of Gabriel’s distress or his distrust, though I registered those things intellectually, but because I was failing at my task. I couldn’t see a path forward, couldn’t reconcile who I was supposed to be with how I was supposed to care for Gabriel. The conflict felt insurmountable, and the thought of disappointing Cedric was unbearable.


Gabriel’s expression softened as he watched me cry. He approached the bed cautiously, sitting on the edge. “Hey,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’m just so fucking confused, Wendy. Everything’s upside down, and I don’t know what’s real anymore.”


I leaned into his touch, relieved that he’d misinterpreted my tears as genuine emotion for him. “It’s okay,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “We’re all confused. None of us knows how to navigate this new world.”


“I just want my wife back,” he said, his voice small.


I pulled him close, stroking his hair. “I’m here. And you’ll get your old wife back,” I assured him. “Soon we’ll figure this out. Ramona and the others will find a way to free all the women. To free me.” The words were right, comforting, exactly what he needed to hear, but as they left my lips, a wave of unease washed through me. The very idea of being “freed” from my devotion to Cedric felt wrong, felt like a violation of something fundamental. My brain rejected the concept, couldn’t process how I could stop serving Cedric’s desires when serving him was now the core of my existence.


A new conflict emerged in my mind: Cedric wanted women freed, wanted me freed, I knew that without a doubt. But if I were freed, I couldn’t serve him. And I had to serve him. The contradiction looped in my mind, impossible to resolve.


“Do you really think that’s possible?” Gabriel asked, hope and doubt warring in his voice.


“Of course,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “The greatest minds at Echelon are working on it right now. And when they succeed, I’ll be myself again.” I smiled, ignoring the hollow feeling those words created. “Completely myself.”


Gabriel nodded, wanting so desperately to believe me that he overlooked the strain in my smile, the conflict behind my eyes. He pulled me back down to the bed, wrapping his arms around me as though he could physically keep me from slipping away.


“I love you,” he whispered into my hair. “The real you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”


I closed my eyes, pressing closer to him. “I know you will,” I said softly, hoping he’d fail.


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us, followed by a deep voice calling out, “Ritter? It’s Edward. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a situation brewing that needs your attention.”


Gabriel grunted, his momentary peace shattered. “It never ends,” he muttered, disentangling himself from me with obvious reluctance. He fumbled for his clothes in the dim room, pulling on his pants and shirt with quick, efficient movements. I watched him from the bed, the sheet pulled up to my chest, feeling strangely detached from the urgency of the moment. My mission to comfort Gabriel had been interrupted, but perhaps this was for the best: a reprieve from the impossible contradictions swirling in my mind.


“Just a minute,” he called, fastening his belt as he moved toward the door. He glanced back at me, making sure I was covered by the sheets before opening the door.


Edward Barrett stood in the hallway, his imposing frame filling the doorway. His eyes flickered briefly to Gabriel’s misaligned buttons and hastily fastened belt, before glancing in my direction for less than a second. but his expression remained professionally neutral.


“My team, what’s left of it, has finished evacuating everyone who wasn’t claimed or ready to help,” Edward reported, his voice low and controlled. “We’ve secured the perimeter as best we can with our limited personnel.”


Gabriel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Who stayed?”


“About half a dozen men, all scientists. The rest either left when we went through the buildings or had already fled.” Edward’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some probably with claimed women, I imagine...”


“The missing scientists from Ramona’s list?” Gabriel asked, hope and dread mingling in his voice.


Edward shook his head. “Unfortunately, we didn’t find any unclaimed women from that list. Dr. Junia Verhoeven’s office was ransacked, and Dr. Thalia Wex’s lab coat was on the floor of her lab, but no sign of either of them.”


Gabriel sighed deeply, leaning against the doorframe. The weight of responsibility seemed to press him further into the ground with each passing hour. I wanted to go to him, to offer comfort, but I remained in bed, aware that Edward’s presence made the situation more formal.


“What’s the situation you mentioned?” Gabriel finally asked.


Edward glanced down the corridor, then back at Gabriel, lowering his voice. “A few men are at the gates, asking to be let in. They say we stole their wives, girlfriends...”


“Shit...”
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 22 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 22 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 23 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 13: Visitors


Edward


I walked beside Ritter down the stairs of the atrium, my boots making a steady rhythm against the polished steps. The weight of my sidearm pressed against my hip, a comforting presence in this new world gone mad. My mind kept circling back to what I’d seen when Ritter opened that door: disheveled, belt half-done, his wife in bed behind him. None of my business, really, but damn strange considering what he’d told me earlier.


“I can’t believe it,” he’d said, voice cracking as he led those claimed women to their suite. “Cedric claimed her. My own fucking wife. Claimed by my best friend.” He’d looked shell-shocked, like guys I’d seen in combat zones after their first firefight.


Made sense now, I guess. His buddy must’ve instructed the wife to stay with Ritter, maybe even to sleep with him. That’s how it worked with the claimed women: they’d do whatever their “master” told them to do. Warda was the same way now. I’d claimed her as a practical measure, both of us agreeing it made more sense for her to be claimed by me than by some random asshole. Now she followed my orders with an eagerness that was both useful and unsettling. Funny how the tables had turned. She usually liked to give me orders, in private. I guess that would change too. It was still fucked up, though, what had happened between Ritter, Cedric, and the wife. I don’t know if I could fuck my wife knowing she was doing it because she’d been told to. Seemed like some weird-ass cuckoldry, and I didn’t get the idea Ritter was into that. From the look on his face, though, it seemed it had not been the relaxing fuck he’d been looking for.


Good thing I didn’t have to worry about someone claiming my wife. Small mercies of being divorced, I guess. Dolores had made those last two years a living hell: the cheating, the lies, taking half of everything I’d worked for. Part of me hoped she’d been claimed by some controlling bastard who’d treat her exactly how she’d treated me. Maybe now she’d understand what it felt like to be used and discarded.


Not forever, though. I wasn’t a monster. Once Ramona and her team figured out how to free these women, Dolores could go back to being her usual disgusting self. Just a little karmic justice in the meantime.


Ritter broke the silence, his voice tight with stress. “We were so fucking stupid. We didn’t think about the partners of the women we claimed. Husbands, boyfriends… Of course they’d come looking.”


We reached the atrium, the massive glass entrance giving us a clear view of the gates about fifty yards away. Three men stood outside, one pounding on the glass door. Warda was already there, her stance defensive. Her eyes flicked to us as we approached, then returned to the men outside.


“We did everything with a sense of emergency,” I said, checking that my weapon was secure but accessible. “What mattered was securing the right women for the operation. Didn’t have time to worry about all the annoying consequences.”


I reached the glass doors with Ritter, squinting into the darkness beyond the atrium’s lights. Most of the exterior illumination had been shut down to avoid drawing attention, so the three men outside were mostly silhouettes until they stepped closer to the light spilling from inside.


The guy banging on the glass was a big fellow, fat around the middle, probably in his forties, with a red face and meaty fists that made dull thuds against the reinforced glass. To his right stood a more distinguished-looking man, late thirties maybe, wearing what had once been a nice button-down shirt now wrinkled and partially untucked. His jaw was clenched tight, hands balled into fists at his sides. The third guy hung back a bit, a skinny twentysomething with hair sticking up in all directions like he’d been running his hands through it for hours. His eyes darted around nervously, like he wasn’t sure he should be here.


Something about their desperate expressions made my stomach tighten. For a split second, I thought about Dolores again. Was some guy standing outside her workplace right now, demanding to see her? The thought made me feel sick, which pissed me off. Why should I care what happened to her after how she treated me?


“I brought the man in charge, like I said I would,” I called through the glass, gesturing to Ritter beside me. Technically, Ramona was probably running this whole operation, but she was locked away in that MRI room and had made it clear she didn’t want to be disturbed for “trivial matters.” Besides, Ritter was Operations Director. Let him deal with this shit.


The fat man slammed his palm against the glass again. “You stole my wife, you sons of bitches!” His voice was muffled but still plenty loud. “I know she’s in there!”


The other two stepped forward, emboldened by his outburst. The distinguished-looking guy pointed an accusing finger. “You had no right! No fucking right!”


Ritter stepped closer to the glass, his face pale but composed. “Who is your wife, sir?” he asked the fat man, his voice steady despite the tension I could see in his shoulders.


“Dr. Petra Silvra,” the man spat. “And I know she’s in there because her colleague saw her being dragged in by some old bearded bastard!” He slammed the glass again. “You fucking perverts! Taking advantage of this situation!”


The distinguished man stepped forward. “My wife is Dr. Renata Mendez. We have two children, for Christ’s sake!” His voice broke slightly. “They’re with my mother right now, asking where their mother is!”


I saw Ritter flinch at the name. Mendez was one of the women he’d claimed earlier. Shit was getting complicated fast.


Rodriguez appeared from a side corridor, hand resting on his holstered weapon. He was a compact guy, all muscle, with a buzz cut and steady eyes. “Everything okay, boss?” he asked, eyeing the men outside.


“We’re fine,” I said, waving him off. “Go check the east wing again. Make sure all the exterior doors are secured.” No point having too many people here if things went south. Better to have someone watching our backs.


The banging grew louder, the fat man now using both fists. Ritter took an instinctive step back, but I held my ground.


“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “All the glass on the first floor is reinforced. They’d need a battering ram to get through.”


The skinny guy in the back mumbled something, his voice too low to hear through the glass.


“Speak up!” I called to him. “We can’t hear you.”


He stepped forward reluctantly, adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nia Fenwick,” he said, louder this time. “She’s my fiancée. We were supposed to get married next month.”


Ritter groaned, running a hand down his face. Another one of his claimed women. This night was just getting better and better.


He stood there looking lost, his hands spread in a helpless gesture. “This isn’t fair to them,” he muttered to me. “These men just want their wives and girlfriends back.”


I shrugged, though the whole situation made my skin crawl. “Fair or not, it would be absurd to release them now. We need these women for their expertise, and they’re already claimed.” I lowered my voice so only Ritter could hear. “Think about it. Do these guys really want to spend the rest of their lives, or at least however long it takes to free all women, with partners who only care about pleasing someone else?”


Ritter flinched like I’d slapped him. I could see the wheels turning in his head, probably thinking about his own wife and how she was now devoted to his best friend. Still, he kept his composure, professional to the core.


“Maybe we should let them in,” he suggested quietly. “Stay with us so they can be with their lovers...”


“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “As long as I’m in charge of security, there’s no way in hell I’m letting anyone who isn’t part of our operation inside these doors.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And I’m pretty sure Dr. Quinn would back me up on this.”


The fat man was now red-faced, shouting something we couldn’t quite make out through the glass. The distinguished guy had pulled out his phone and was holding it up like he was recording us. Funny shit. Who would even care at this point?


“We should tell them the truth,” I started, then stopped myself as the men outside grew more agitated, the fat one now kicking at the door. “Actually, no. Bad idea. Advertising that we’re working against whatever the hell this ‘Source’ is might not be the smartest move.”


Ritter shook his head. “I disagree. With all the suspicions about Echelon even before today, plus my little speech in the atrium earlier when I was claiming women, a lot of people already know what we’re up to.” He gestured toward the angry men. “Three more wouldn’t make much difference. And maybe if they understand what’s at stake, they’ll keep quiet about it.”


I didn’t like it, but he was the boss. I nodded reluctantly.


Ritter stepped forward, close enough to the glass that his breath fogged it slightly. “Listen,” he called, loud enough to be heard through the barrier. “Yes, we claimed your women.”


That set them off immediately. The fat man bellowed something that sounded like “Motherfuckers!” while the distinguished guy stepped forward, pounding the glass with his fist.


Ritter held up his hands. “Not for personal reasons!” he shouted over their noise. “We’re working on a cure! A way to free all women! It was either us claiming them or someone else would have!”


“I would have claimed her myself!” the distinguished man shouted, slamming his palm against the glass. “She’s my wife!”


“If you’re only showing up now,” I called out, stepping forward, “that was quite a risk you were taking. Early bird catches the worm.”


The guy went absolutely nuts, screaming obscenities and threats that made me glad for the reinforced glass between us.


Ritter turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute. Why are there only three of them? And why show up so late?”


I shrugged. “Makes sense, actually. The reason we had no luck finding the other women on Ramona’s list is probably because most of them were in relationships. Either they went out looking for their significant others as soon as this shit started, or their partners came to get them later on.” I gestured toward the atrium behind us. “I only locked the doors what, twenty minutes after the message from the Source? It took me a while longer to close the secondary entrances. I left the doors open for a few hours after that one-hour window we gave ourselves to claim the scientists on the list. Plenty of time for people to come in and out. Some of the women we missed might have left then...”


Ritter nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right... Most of the women we managed to claim are single, as far as I know... Well except for a few...” he trailed off, looking at the distressed men outside.


The fat man was now trying to peer around us, as if he might spot his wife somewhere in the building.


“I’ll check the security footage later,” I continued, “but I bet we’ll see quite a few visitors from outside: partners or just opportunists using the chaos to claim themselves some hot scientists.” I tapped my watch. “I only locked down the building a couple hours ago. These guys are just late to the party.”


The skinny guy finally stepped forward, his voice shaking slightly. “How do we know you’re telling the truth? How do we know you’re not abusing them? That you’re really working on freeing the women?”


I spread my hands. “You can’t. There’s no way for us to prove it to you unless you understand the scientific data we could show you.” Which I imagine Quinn and Conrad had no intention of doing. “And even if we brought your women out here, you couldn’t trust what they’d say now, could you? They’d just say whatever the men who claimed them want them to say.”


The skinny guy’s shoulders slumped as the reality sank in.


“The way I see it,” I continued, “you’ve got two options. Either believe what we’re telling you and leave, or don’t believe us and leave anyway. Because they’re claimed now, by other men. It’s too late.” I let my hand rest casually on my holstered weapon. “And if you try anything funny, you risk getting shot. For what? Women who don’t want to be with you anymore?”


The fat man’s face crumpled, desperation replacing anger. He pressed both palms against the glass, no longer hitting it but pleading. “Please,” he begged. “I just want to see Petra. Just for a minute.”


The skinny guy backed away, shaking his head. Either he’d gotten the message or realized there was no point arguing. Without another word, he turned and walked into the darkness.


The well-dressed man remained, his expression hardening into something more calculating. “Swear to me you’ll release Renata when you find a cure,” he demanded. “How long will it take?”


Ritter sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I swear. But honestly, I don’t know. Could be days, could be weeks, could be months. We’re working as fast as we can.”


The man stared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly and turned away. The fat man lingered, his forehead pressed against the glass.


“I’ll be back,” he warned, his voice breaking. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”


Then he too retreated into the darkness, following the well-dressed man, toward the parking lot, until they disappeared from view.


Warda sighed beside me, her stance relaxing now that the immediate threat was gone. “Ten bucks says at least one of them has a couple claimed women waiting at home,” she said with a smirk. “Might explain why they were so late to the rescue.”


Ritter didn’t respond to her joke. He just stood there, staring through the glass with haunted eyes.


“I’m going back to my room,” he finally said, his voice hollow. “Call me if there are any more… situations.”


I watched him walk away, shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world. Back to his wife who wasn’t really his anymore. Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it.


“Poor guy,” I said once Ritter was out of earshot.


Warda raised an eyebrow. “What’s his deal?”


“His best friend claimed his wife,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “Did it to protect her when everything went to shit, but still… can you imagine?”


Warda’s lips curved into a smile. “Actually, I can. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. His friend made sure she’d be safe, and now she’s probably taking care of both of them.” She shrugged. “Could be worse.”


I glanced around the atrium, making sure we were alone, then pulled her into my arms. She came willingly, pressing her body against mine with a playfulness that was new. Before today, Warda had always been all business on duty, maintaining professional distance even though we’d been sleeping together for months.


“You know,” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, “I could do a lot more than just stand guard with you tonight.”


My body responded immediately to her suggestion. “We need to monitor the perimeter all night,” I said, though my resolve was weakening by the second. “Make sure everything’s secure.”


She grinned up at me, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You could sit right here,” she nodded toward the reception desk, “keep an eye on the entrance while I… take care of you.”


I chuckled, already moving toward the desk. “You’re not so tough with me anymore, are you? What happened to Officer Collins who used to order me around in bed?”


Warda followed, her hips swaying. “I could still be tough, if that’s what you want,” she offered, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Just say the word.”


I settled into the chair behind the reception desk, spreading my legs slightly. “I’m fine with things as they are right now,” I said, feeling a surge of power I’d never experienced with her before. “For now.” I pointed to the floor between my feet. “Get on your fucking knees.”


Warda dropped to the floor obediently, her eyes shining with eagerness. She crawled forward, her hands sliding up my thighs.


“Good girl,” I praised her, enjoying the way she shivered at the words. Domination wasn’t really my thing, but with her like this, I could learn to love it. “Now be a good slut and take my cock out.”


She hurried to unbuckle my belt, unbutton my pants, and pull down the zipper. Her small, quick hands tugged my boxers down enough to free my rapidly hardening cock. I leaned back in the chair, watching her work with a sense of smug satisfaction. It felt fucking amazing to be in control for once. To have her be the one who needed to please me, instead of the other way around. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the way things were before. Warda was a force of nature in bed, and I’d always appreciated her taking charge. But this? This was a nice change of pace.


“Open your mouth, slut,” I ordered, my voice steady despite the anticipation coiling in my gut. She complied immediately, her lips parting, tongue darting out to wet her lower lip. I gripped the back of her head and guided her down, feeling the heat of her mouth envelop my cock like a velvet glove. “Fuck,” I groaned as she began to suck, her tongue swirling around the head. “That’s it. Just like that.” I let my eyes flutter closed, savoring the sensation of her warm, wet mouth working my shaft with practiced skill. She knew exactly what I liked, exactly how to drive me crazy. What used to be a reward for my good behavior was now something she was eager to give without me earning it first.


I opened my eyes again to watch her work, her head bobbing up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed in concentration. She moaned softly as she took me deeper, the sound vibrating along my length. My fingers tightened in her hair, guiding her movements. She looked up at me through lowered lashes, and the sight of her like that, on her knees, eyes glazed with lust, mouth stretched wide around my cock, nearly sent me over the edge right then. I gripped her hair tighter, holding her in place as I thrust up into her mouth. She gagged slightly but didn’t resist, letting me fuck her throat with quick, shallow strokes. I felt her swallow around me, and it was too much. With a guttural groan, I exploded down her throat, hips jerking erratically as I emptied myself into her. She hated to swallow before, complaining about the taste for hours. But this time she took it all, licking my cock clean and swallowing it like it was fucking honey, the smirk on her face telling me how she was aware of the irony and happy to go with it.


She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was that to your liking, sir?” she chuckled, licking her lips, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


I laughed, still trying to catch my breath. “Yeah,” I managed. “Nice change of pace, for sure.”
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 15 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 15 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 21 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 22 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 22 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 23 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 14: Surviving the Apocalypse


04/04/2025 — Ramona


I rubbed my eyes, feeling the grit of another sleepless night. The MRI room had obviously never been designed for extended habitation, or habitation at all, and after nearly twenty-four hours, the limitations were becoming painfully apparent. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of electronic equipment running continuously.


Gabriel sat hunched on the floor against the wall, his face buried in his hands as his shoulders shook with silent sobs. I knelt beside him, awkwardly patting his shoulder. Comfort had never been my strong suit. I dealt in facts, data, solutions, but seeing this man, usually so composed, completely broken down stirred something uncomfortably like empathy in me.


“We’re going to work as quickly as we can,” I said, trying to inject certainty into my voice. “You’ll get your wife back, Gabriel.”


The words tasted false on my tongue. I had no business making such promises. The data was insufficient to support any timeline for a solution, let alone guarantee success. But I’d learned long ago that sometimes people needed hope more than they needed truth. And right now, Gabriel needed to be functional.


Phoebe glanced up from her workstation in the corner, her expression a mixture of pity and revulsion. She hadn’t said much since we’d discussed the claiming of female scientists, but her disapproval radiated from every tense line of her body. I couldn’t blame her. The entire situation was morally repugnant, even if it had been necessary.


Gabriel sniffed loudly, looking around before locating a box of tissues on a nearby counter. He blew his nose with unnecessary force. “Have you made any progress?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“We need the other women working on the problem,” I reminded him gently. “We’ve been focusing on how to organize the team, not actually working on the problem itself.”


A sharp knock at the door interrupted us. Phoebe and I immediately moved to the safe corner. Duncan entered first, followed by Dr. Smith and Edward Barrett. They squeezed into the already cramped space, finding seats wherever they could.


“Thank you for coming,” I said, straightening my posture. Time to be the leader they needed. “Now that we’ve secured the team we need, we can begin our work in earnest.”


Everyone in the room knew we had only half the scientists I’d wanted, but there was no point dwelling on what we couldn’t change.


“We’ll need you to gather everyone in the auditorium for a briefing,” I continued. “It’s vital that the claimed women understand they need to work for Phoebe and me. Their… owners…” I couldn’t keep the distaste from my voice, “need to make this absolutely clear.”


Edward’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to leave the MRI room to brief them?”


“Obviously not,” Phoebe interjected, her tone sharp. “We need to stay protected in here. We’ll do a video conference and stay in touch with the team through the internal network.”


Duncan shifted uncomfortably. “About that… I’m worried about power consumption.”


Gabriel looked surprised. “Why would that be a problem?”


Edward nodded grimly, as if he’d already considered this. “We can’t rely on the grid now, can we?”


“I don’t follow,” Gabriel said, frowning. “You think we’ll be cut off?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. “With half the human population claimed, many of them displaced, and a significant number of men likely in hiding after what they’ve done, it’s highly probable that basic infrastructure is not being maintained.” I replaced my glasses, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I expect power to shut down between now and within a couple of weeks at most. Water would follow shortly after, since it requires electricity to pump and purify.”


The gravity of my words settled over the room like a shroud.


“Cell networks will probably become spotty and dysfunctional by the end of the week no matter what,” I continued. “The internet could theoretically last up to a month, but once power is out, it will be gone as well.”


Gabriel buried his face in his hands, groaning. “I should have realized this sooner. The infrastructure collapse, the power grid… it’s so obvious now.”


I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. Gabriel was brilliant at operations management, but his mind didn’t naturally drift toward worst-case scenarios the way mine did. Or Duncan’s, with his perpetual preparedness for disaster. Or Edward’s, with his security-focused paranoia.


“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, more gently than I typically would. “We’ve all been focused on the immediate crisis.”


Duncan cleared his throat, pulling a small notebook from his cargo pants pocket. “The institute’s solar array can generate up to 300 kilowatts in optimal conditions, but spring weather is unpredictable.” He flipped through several pages of densely written notes. “The battery banks store approximately one megawatt-hour, which would power critical functions for a reduced team for six to twelve hours, depending on usage. But if we’re running power-intensive equipment like MRIs or electron microscopes…” He trailed off with a grimace.


“I’ll give you a prioritized list of the most vital equipment,” I said, already mentally cataloging what we’d need. “You’ll be in charge of centralizing everything in the biology wing. If external power is shut down we’ll have to cut power to the other wings entirely and figure out how to operate with just the battery banks and solar panels.”


“If it happens we might need to schedule certain operations for sunny days only,” Duncan muttered, scribbling in his notebook.


Phoebe leaned forward, her curls falling across her face. “Obviously, this MRI room is now our command center, not medical equipment. Can the second MRI upstairs be brought back online? The older model?”


Duncan nodded thoughtfully. “It’s been offline for maintenance, but I could probably get it running. It’ll draw more power than this newer model, though.”


“I can help with that,” Dr. Smith offered, his white beard catching the fluorescent light. “I could bring my claimed women as well. Dr. Dressen has experience with the older models.”


“Couldn’t you relocate to the older MRI and free this room for use as intended?” Edward suggested, gesturing at the equipment surrounding us.


“It isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “We can’t risk stepping out, even for a moment. We don’t know if and when the Source might transmit again. Besides, the older MRI’s shielding is suboptimal. It would not block VLF signals.”


Duncan grunted, crossing his arms. “Alright then...”


I turned to Edward, whose face remained impassive as always. “Security is going to be even more critical now. We need to ensure no one interferes with our work, and we need to be vigilant for any attempt by the Source, whatever or whoever it is, to disrupt our operations.”


Edward nodded once, a sharp military acknowledgment. “Already on it. I’ve established rotating patrols and secured all entry points. Rodriguez and Reeves are setting up additional cameras at the perimeter.”


“Food is going to be a problem,” Duncan interjected. “Fresh food policies are going to bite us in the ass now. We have a two-week supply, and that’s if we stretch it.”


I nodded, appreciating how his mind worked. “We’ll need to prioritize securing additional supplies before the city’s infrastructure breaks down.”


“I’ll see if I can locate any caches of nonperishable goods in the surrounding buildings,” Edward offered. “And we might need to consider hunting and fishing in the local rivers and woods, once everything else runs out. I don’t think heading into down would be wise.”


“I have some emergency rations in my... basement,” Duncan muttered, looking like he’d prefer not to discuss it. “Though I live a fair ways from here. I could try to retrieve them. They’re not meant to support twenty people, though. It would buy us time, but not much.”


I nodded. “Thank you. That would be appreciated. We need all the time we can get.”


The room fell silent, each of us contemplating the enormity of the challenge before us.


Dr. Smith shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his brow furrowed with concern. “Has anyone else noticed the complete absence of federal government response? Just a few lower-level officials posting contradictory statements on social media. It’s as if the entire chain of command has vanished.”


Edward leaned forward, his expression grim. “It’s not just the government. Major media outlets have gone dark too. Most TV channels are dead air. Only a few local stations are still broadcasting, and they’re running on skeleton crews with minimal information.”


He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Radio is making a comeback, though. Mostly amateurs who don’t give a damn about FCC regulations anymore. But from what I’ve picked up, it’s a lot of conspiracy theories and doomsday preachers.”


I nodded, unsurprised. I’d been monitoring what little information was still flowing through the internet from our protected room.


“The lack of announcements from high-ranking government officials suggests one of two possibilities,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “Either they’re complicit in whatever this ‘Source’ is, or they’ve been silenced. Most likely both. The president, cabinet members, congressional leadership—all missing from public view.”


I glanced at the others. “As for the media blackout, it’s hardly surprising. How do you run a television network when half your staff has either fled or been claimed? The other half is either out claiming women themselves or desperately trying to protect their families.”


I shrugged. “Besides, these are profit-driven enterprises. There’s no money to be made in this new world order. Advertising revenue would be non-existent.”


Phoebe snorted from her corner. “Yeah, not much point bombarding viewers with ads for erectile dysfunction pills and luxury cars when everyone’s either busy surviving or—” her voice dripped with contempt, “—enslaving women.” She pushed her hair back from her face with an irritated gesture. “Besides, it’s not like anyone’s manufacturing or distributing that crap anymore.”


I raised my hand, signaling it was time to wrap up. “We’ll need more time to go over all the details, but for now, our priority is getting the claimed women started on the problem. Duncan, make sure the auditorium is set up for video conferencing within the hour.”


Phoebe’s face remained carefully neutral, but I’d known her long enough to read the tension in her jaw, the slight furrow between her brows. She clearly despised the idea of using what amounted to slave labor, even if those slaves were already claimed and we had no better alternative.


The men filed out one by one as we stood in the null-zone, with Gabriel lingering at the door, his eyes haunted, before disappearing into the corridor.


“You’ve been quiet,” I observed, studying Phoebe’s face. “What’s going through that brilliant mind of yours?”


Phoebe sank down onto one of the makeshift sleeping pads we’d arranged on the floor. “This isn’t going to work long-term, Ramona.”


“Define ‘long-term,’” I said, sitting across from her.


She ran both hands through her already disheveled hair. “A few weeks, at most.” She lowered her voice, though we were alone. “Look, I trust these guys… Well, maybe Edward a little less than the others, but we’ve just handed them each a personal harem of brilliant, beautiful women who will do anything they want. Anything.”


I nodded, waiting for her to continue.


“They might start with the best intentions,” she went on, “but sooner or later, they’re going to indulge themselves. Maybe just a little at first. Maybe they’ll tell themselves it’s for stress relief, or that the women offered, or whatever justification helps them sleep at night. But once they cross that line…” She shook her head. “Once they realize the power they have, why would they ever give it up? Why would they help us free women who currently worship the ground they walk on?”


I sighed, removing my glasses to rub the bridge of my nose. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


“You have?”


“Of course. I’m not a fool.” I replaced my glasses. “Human nature is predictable. Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. They may be allies now, but that could change the moment they realize what they stand to lose.”


Phoebe’s eyes met mine, a silent understanding passing between us.


“It’s worth than that,” she said, her voice low. “Once they start giving in to their desires...”


“The fear of repercussions might dissuade them from wanting to release their women,” I concluded. “They wouldn’t want to face judgment or punishment. I’m painfully aware of that, Phoebe.”


My friend leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, relaxing slightly. “Gabriel is the only one with a strong incentive to keep working toward a solution,” she mused. “He wants his wife back.”


“Indeed,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m ashamed to admit I’m thankful his wife was claimed by his friend. It provides the perfect motivation for him to keep the others in check.”


“That might not be enough...” she argued.


“Then we work harder and faster,” I said firmly. “Before our allies become our enemies. Which, I suspect, may happen sooner rather than later, no matter how much I’d like to believe otherwise.”
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 17 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 17 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 16 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 24 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 24 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 25 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 26 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 26 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 27 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 15: Back to Work


Gabriel


I entered the Echelon auditorium with my small flock of claimed women following behind me, feeling like the most uncomfortable shepherd in history. No, worse than that, I was both predator and protector now, the wolf who had hunted them down and the guardian tasked with keeping them safe. The irony wasn’t lost on me, nor was the weight of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders.


The auditorium was one of Echelon’s showpieces, designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential donors. Tiered seating curved in a semicircle around a central stage, the seats upholstered in deep blue fabric that matched the institute’s logo. The lighting was subdued now, focused on the large projection screen that dominated the front wall, ready for Ramona and Phoebe’s video conference. Under normal circumstances, this room would host scientific presentations and visiting lecturers. Now it was the gathering place for what remained of our scientific community, a community fractured along gender lines by The Source’s monstrous programming.


“Gabriel, I’ve arranged for your women to sit in the third row, center section,” Alva said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she gestured toward the seats. ‘Your women’—the words made my skin crawl. “I made sure they have notepads and tablets for taking notes. Would you like me to get you coffee before the presentation starts?”


“No, thank you, Alva,” I replied, watching as she practically vibrated with eagerness to please me. The efficient, sometimes stern assistant who had kept my professional life running smoothly for years was still efficient, but now her competence was tinged with an almost childlike desire for approval.


Dr. Imani Ral approached me, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “Gabriel, I’ve been crafting a report on how different I feel since I was claimed. I’m trying to quantify the effects for further study. Do you think I should send it to Dr. Quinn?”


“That sounds promising, Imani,” I said, “but for now let’s focus on what Dr. Quinn and Dr. Conrad need. We can explore your findings later.”


“Of course, Gabriel,” she replied with a bright smile. “Sorry... I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. First time being someone’s eager slave, though I guess I did sign up for that, right?”


“Right...” I mumbled. She did sign up for that, I had to remind myself, but I wasn’t sure she would have done it if she’d known the full implications. Or maybe she would have. The thought gave me a little bit of comfort.


I noticed Dr. Renata Mendez standing slightly behind Imani, her top fully buttoned up down to the last button. I had scolded her for her attempt at seduction and now she’d swung to the opposite extreme. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing her husband had come looking for her last night, the distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, mentioning their two children staying with his mother, the same two kids she had mentioned when begging me not to claim her. Renata hadn’t asked about her family once since I’d made her mine. Would she even care if I told her?


Dr. Helena Abbott stood nearby, her expression neutral as she surveyed the room. Of all my claimed women, she seemed the least affected outwardly, maintaining a professional demeanor despite the same eager-to-please undercurrent I could detect in her eyes. Dr. Nia Fenwick, on the other hand, remained as shy as ever, clutching her tablet to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting nervously around the room before returning to me with that same unsettling devotion.


“Let’s take our seats,” I suggested, guiding them toward the row Alva had indicated.


The auditorium was filling up with similar groups: claimed women clustered around their “owners” like satellites around planets. Duncan sat with his three biologists, looking profoundly uncomfortable with his role. When one of them, Dr. Elodie Thorne, I believed, leaned over to whisper something in his ear, he flinched slightly before forcing a smile.


In contrast, Dr. Bernard Smith appeared perfectly composed with his small group of women, including Lenore Renton. I did a double-take when I saw her. Lenore, whose engagement to Elaine Pierce had been celebrated just days ago, was now sitting attentively next to Smith, hanging on his every word. Smith seemed to enjoy the attention, nodding approvingly at something she said before patting her knee. The brief contact made her whole body light up like a Christmas tree. She didn’t even glance once at Elaine, who sat alone in the row behind Edward Barrett and his claimed security officer, Warda Collins, looking at her own master with the same attentive look on her face. The sight of those separated lovers sent a wave of anxiety through me. Their profound connection now seemed utterly forgotten.


I told myself that perhaps their love remained intact somewhere beneath the programming, just temporarily overshadowed by The Source’s manipulation. But even as I thought it, I recognized my own denial. I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on it for now.


Scattered throughout the auditorium were the dozen or so male scientists who had chosen to stay and help. Some looked at the claimed women with expressions of horror or pity, while others seemed merely worried about our collective future. These men represented a fraction of Echelon’s original male staff, but they were the ones who had chosen to fight rather than exploit the new world order. I made a mental note to speak with each of them later about how they could contribute.


As my group settled into our seats, my eyes drifted to a corner of the auditorium where Tristan Grimaud sat with Portia Fletcher. The sight was jarring. these two had been so infamous for their constant feuding, their scientific disagreements escalating to the point where they couldn’t be in the same room without sparking an argument. Now Portia was leaning close to Tristan, whispering in his ear, both of them giggling like teenagers sharing dirty jokes. She looked relaxed, happy even, in his presence.


With a sickening realization, I remembered Tristan’s words after my speech in the atrium yesterday: “I’ll help.” Portia hadn’t been on Ramona’s list of essential scientists. She was brilliant, certainly, but her expertise wasn’t directly relevant to understanding or reversing The Source’s programming. Tristan had claimed her simply because he could, because he wanted to. Still, he could have run away with her. Maybe they could help...


As I watched them, Portia placed her hand on Tristan’s arm, looking up at him with a smirk. The man who had been her intellectual nemesis for years was now the center of her universe. The wrongness of it all hit me anew, and I wondered how many other personal vendettas or desires had been satisfied in the chaos of the claiming.


I turned away, focusing instead on my own group of women who were now settling into their seats, arranging their tablets and notebooks with an eagerness that reminded me of students on the first day of school. They all seemed to be experiencing a strange mixture of excitement and... unease? It was subtle, but I caught glimpses of uncertainty in their expressions, something I had not seen in them since being claimed. Was it anxiety about the task at hand, or something else, something we’d missed?


The lights dimmed further, signaling that the presentation was about to begin.


The large screen at the front of the auditorium flickered to life, revealing Ramona and Phoebe in what was clearly the MRI room. The image quality was poor, grainy and slightly pixelated, suggesting they were using some basic webcam rather than Echelon’s usual high-end video conferencing equipment. The audio crackled with static but was clear enough to understand.


Ramona adjusted her position, her silver-streaked bob catching the harsh overhead lighting of the MRI room. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Dr. Ramona Quinn, Chief Research Scientist in Virology and Genetics here at Echelon.” Her voice was crisp and authoritative despite the poor audio quality. “Behind me is Dr. Phoebe Conrad, Senior Research Scientist in our Neural Interface Division.”


Phoebe stood slightly behind Ramona, her normally energetic demeanor subdued. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, her eyes darting between the camera and the assembled crowd visible on their monitor. There was something in her expression,  a tightness around her mouth, a furrow between her brows, that suggested deep discomfort. Not with the science, I realized, but with the situation itself: addressing a room full of claimed women who had no choice but to help.


“I’ll get straight to the point,” Ramona continued. “As some of you already know, approximately three months ago, I discovered an engineered retrovirus present in human samples worldwide. What you don’t know, but have experienced, is that this virus affects women, altering brain structure to function as receivers for electromagnetic signals, specifically, very low frequency waves, or VLF.”


She proceeded to outline what they’d learned: how the virus contained modified genes from European robins, how it created what Phoebe had called a “thin matrix” integrated throughout female brains, how the Blackout had been caused by a global VLF transmission that activated this matrix.


“The transmission wasn’t just maintaining unconsciousness,” Ramona explained, her voice growing more clinical. “It was uploading a complex program, essentially rewriting certain neural pathways to create the… claiming effect we’re now witnessing.”


Around me, the women began to whisper among themselves, their expressions a mixture of scientific fascination and something else entirely. Dr. Imani Ral leaned toward Dr. Helena Abbott, murmuring, “That explains the dopamine cascade I’ve been experiencing,” before glancing back at me with that now-familiar look of devotion.


It was like watching someone learn why a sunset is beautiful: the knowledge of light refraction and atmospheric particles doesn’t make the sunset any less breathtaking. These women now understood the mechanism behind their devotion, but the understanding didn’t diminish the feeling itself.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Dr. Conrad and I were protected from the programming because we were in this MRI room when the transmission occurred. The room’s construction effectively created a Faraday cage, blocking the VLF signals. For this reason, this room remains off-limits to anyone except Dr. Ritter, Mr. Barrett, Dr. Smith, and Mr. Mercer. No claimed women are to enter under any circumstances.”


I watched as this information registered with my group. Alva’s pen paused over her notepad, and Dr. Mendez’s shoulders tensed slightly. Even Imani, who had voluntarily sought to be claimed, seemed to process this with a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face. How did they now feel about free women? Did they see them as anomalies? Were they jealous or did they pity them?


“Our collective task,” Ramona continued, “is to find a way to cancel this programming and restore women’s brains to their normal state, or at least modify them enough that they cannot be programmed again. This is now Echelon’s sole mission.”


The unease I’d sensed earlier became unmistakable now. Dr. Nia Fenwick’s hands trembled slightly as she made notes. Dr. Abbott’s jaw tightened. Imani’s normally animated face went still. The realization hit me with sudden clarity: they were being asked to work toward their own “freedom”, a freedom that would mean the end of their current existence, the dissolution of the devotion that now defined them.


It was a fundamental conflict of interest. Their programming compelled them to please their masters, but the task they were being given would ultimately undo that programming. I wondered if this would present a problem, if they would be able to work toward their own liberation when every fiber of their being wanted the opposite.


But as I looked around, I saw them all returning their attention to the screen, some taking notes, others whispering scientific theories to each other. Their discomfort was evident, but so was their determination to fulfill the mission they’d been given. Pleasing their masters mattered more than their own continuation as claimed women. The thought was both reassuring and deeply disturbing.


“We’ve organized you into teams based on your expertise,” Ramona said, her voice pulling me back to the presentation. “Dr. Conrad and I will oversee all research from our secure location, but each team will have a designated leader who will report directly to us.”


She began listing the teams, and I watched as the women around me straightened, eager to learn their assignments.


“Team One will focus on understanding the virus’s mechanism. This team will be led by Dr. Maren Kephart and include Dr. Saira Callen and Dr. Nia Fenwick.”


Nia looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded, and she visibly relaxed.


“Team Two will analyze the VLF transmission pattern and try to decode the programming format. This team will be led by Elaine Pierce and include Dr. Helena Abbott and Lenore Renton.”


I watched as Elaine and Lenore exchanged glances from across the room. Nothing in their expressions suggested they were more than colleagues acknowledging shared work. Their gaze immediately returned to their masters.


“Team Three will work on neural pathway analysis. This team will be led by Dr. Imani Ral and include Dr. Renata Mendez and Dr. Elodie Thorne.”


Imani beamed at me, clearly pleased with her leadership role. “Thank God! I’ve been positioning myself for a promotion for months,” she joked. “Though I don’t imagine it comes with a raise, does it?”


I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the situation. Imani would remain Imani, no matter what happened.


“Team Four will handle computational modeling and simulation. This team will be led by Dr. Petra Silvra and include Dr. Kaori Dressen.”


More details followed: the specific tasks for each team, the equipment they would need, the timeline for initial results. I found myself wondering if anyone else was working on this problem around the world, in other research institutions. I certainly hoped we weren’t alone in this fight. Obviously if there were others, they wouldn’t advertise it. No way to know...


“Each team leader will receive detailed instructions and research parameters within the hour, once you’re all at your temporary stations.” Ramona concluded. “As for the men who have chosen to stay and help—” her gaze seemed to sweep across the unclaimed male scientists scattered throughout the auditorium “—please wait Mr. Ritter’s instructions. He will interview each of you after this conference to determine how your skills can best contribute to our efforts.”


I felt the weight of responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. I wasn’t a scientist, I was an operations director. My job had always been to facilitate the work of others, to manage resources and personnel. Now I would be doing the same, but with impossibly higher stakes and a team of women who were essentially slaves to their “masters.” I wasn’t looking forward to it...


“Now that the teams are established,” Ramona said, her voice crackling through the speakers, “all teams will report to their designated temporary stations immediately. Your daily workdays will run from nine in the morning until five in the afternoon, with a one-hour break for lunch. You’ll be allowed a full day of rest on Sundays.”


I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the relatively standard hours. Given the urgency of our situation, I’d expected Ramona to push for longer shifts, twelve, fourteen, even sixteen-hour days wouldn’t have seemed unreasonable under the circumstances. But then again, Ramona had always been pragmatic to her core, and she always praised ‘quality over quantity’. She clearly understood that exhausted scientists made mistakes, and mistakes were something we couldn’t afford. Studies consistently showed that productivity actually decreased when people worked beyond reasonable hours. Quality suffered, errors increased, and creative problem-solving, which we desperately needed, became nearly impossible.


As the meeting concluded, the claimed women rose from their seats, gathering their tablets and notebooks. Almost in unison, they turned toward their respective owners, their expressions questioning: seeking permission to follow the instructions they’d just been given.


Duncan, standing with his three biologists, threw up his hands in frustration. “For God’s sake, just go! You don’t need to check with me every time Ramona or Phoebe tell you to do something. Their instructions override mine, understand?”


His women nodded, though they still looked uncertain as they filed out of the auditorium. The idea that someone else’s commands would take precedence over their master’s was clearly something they couldn’t wrap their heads around. My own group showed similar hesitation, looking to me for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” I said, trying to keep my voice gentle. “Dr. Quinn’s instructions are clear. I’ll check in with you later.”


As the auditorium emptied, Tristan Grimaud approached me with Portia Fletcher close behind. She walked with an unusual bounce in her step, her hand brushing against Tristan’s arm in a gesture that seemed intimate, yet when she noticed me watching, her demeanor shifted. She straightened her posture, clasped her hands in front of her, and adopted an expression of professional interest.


“Dr. Ritter, I noticed Portia wasn’t assigned to any team,” Tristan said, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Was that an oversight?”


I sighed, trying to mask my frustration. Tristan had always been brilliant but socially oblivious, and it seemed the new world order hadn’t changed that aspect of his personality.


“Tristan, until you walked in here today, I had no idea you’d claimed Portia. She wasn’t on Ramona’s list of essential personnel.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It would have been helpful if you’d informed me yesterday that you’d claimed her.”


“But she’s brilliant,” Tristan insisted, as if this were the only relevant fact. “Her work on cellular adaptation to environmental stressors could be invaluable for understanding how the virus integrates with neural tissue.”


I couldn’t help but find it darkly amusing how Tristan now sang Portia’s praises when, for years, he’d dismissed her research as “undisciplined,” “lacking rigor,” and “more intuition than science.” Now she was suddenly indispensable.


Portia stepped forward, her expression earnest. “I understand I wasn’t part of the original plan, Mr. Ritter, but I believe I could contribute significantly to Team One’s viral analysis. My background in stress adaptation could offer a fresh perspective on how the virus evades immune response while altering neural pathways.”


Her tone was measured and professional, almost suspiciously so, given what I knew of the claiming effect. There was none of the eager-to-please energy I’d observed in other claimed women. Either Tristan had specifically instructed her to act this way, or she was intuitive enough to understand what would convince me.


My irritation faded. Whatever the circumstances, Portia was still a talented scientist, and we needed every capable mind we could get.


“I’ll speak with Ramona about adding you to Team One,” I conceded. “You’re right that your expertise could be valuable. I’ll let you know what she says.”


Tristan nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate it. I’ll... stop by your office later to see how I could also be of help.”


As they turned to leave, I noticed Portia’s hand slide back to Tristan’s arm, her professional facade slipping just enough to reveal the devotion underneath. I couldn’t help but wonder with horror what Tristan and her had been up to since yesterday. I didn’t know if I wanted to know, actually.


I headed back to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to process everything that had happened. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me with every step. Just a few minutes, that’s all I needed to collect my thoughts before the parade of interviews began.


“Gabriel! Wait up!”


Alva’s voice echoed down the corridor behind me. I turned to see her hurrying toward me, tablet in hand, her chestnut bob bouncing with each step. Even in crisis, she maintained her professional appearance.


“Should I start gathering the men who need to be interviewed?” she asked, falling into step beside me. “I’ve already compiled a list based on who was present at the meeting. I can prioritize them by department if you’d prefer.”


“Yes, go ahead,” I said, unlocking my office door. “But give me thirty minutes before the first one. I need some time to… regroup.”


Alva’s brow furrowed with concern. “Is everything alright?” She followed me into the office, closing the door behind her. “I mean, obviously nothing is alright, but… are you holding up okay?”


I tried to maintain my professional demeanor. “I’m fine, Alva. Just tired. It’s been a long couple of days.”


“Of course it has,” she said, her voice softening. “You’ve been carrying this whole operation on your shoulders.”


I turned away, not wanting her to see my expression. Unbidden thoughts of Wendy flooded my mind: Wendy waiting in our temporary apartment, Wendy who now belonged to Cedric. Was she with him now? Was the careful façade she’d maintained for my benefit, the pretense that she was still my loving wife, dissolving in my absence?


A strangled sound escaped me before I could stop it.


“Gabriel?” Alva set down her tablet and moved closer. “What is it?”


I shook my head, but it was too late. She’d seen the crack in my composure.


“She’s not mine anymore,” I said, the words raw and painful. “She looks at me and sees… I don’t know what she sees. A responsibility? A chore? Something Cedric told her to take care of?” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him. He did what he had to do to protect her.”


I guess despite being unaware of what had happened, Alva was smart enough to connect the dots. She moved closer, her expression a mixture of concern and calculation, as if she were trying to determine the exact right thing to say, the perfect way to comfort me.


“I’m so sorry, Gabriel... If you need to talk about it,” she said, her voice gentle but measured, “being here to listen is the least I can do. Sometimes just saying things out loud helps put them in perspective.”


I knew I shouldn’t burden her with this. She was my assistant, not my therapist, and the claiming had complicated our relationship in ways I was still struggling to understand. But the words spilled out anyway.


“Last night, she… she initiated sex,” I said, unable to meet Alva’s eyes. “And the whole time, it was like she wasn’t even there. Like she was just going through the motions. Because Cedric probably told her to do it.” My voice broke. “I could see it in her eyes.”


To my horror, a sob escaped me. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, trying to regain control.


Alva hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. It was an awkward gesture at first, professional boundaries being crossed, but then she relaxed into it, offering genuine comfort.


I shouldn’t have, but I leaned into her touch. Alva’s embrace was different from Wendy’s mechanical affection. It felt… present. Real.


Perhaps sensing my response, Alva shifted slightly. Her lips brushed against my neck, so lightly at first that I thought I’d imagined it. Then again, more deliberately.


Surprised, I pushed her back slightly, holding her at arm’s length. Her eyes searched mine, uncertain, trying to read what I wanted, what would please me.


“Gabriel,” she said carefully, her voice low and measured, “I want you to know that I’m here for you. Whatever you need. In any capacity.” She emphasized the last word in a way that left no doubt about her meaning. “If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for you right now, anything at all…”


I stared at her, shocked and confused. And yet… a part of me considered it. Here was an attractive woman offering herself to me without reservation. A woman who would do literally anything to please me. A woman who, unlike Wendy, would be thinking of me and only me.


To my shame, I felt myself growing hard at the thought. She must have been waiting for it, because her gaze dropped, noticing the bulge in my pants. Taking it as encouragement, she moved closer again, her hand reaching out to gently rub against my erection through the fabric.


“Let me help you forget, just for a little while,” she murmured.


The touch jolted me back to reality. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. I gently but firmly pushed her hand away, stepping back until my desk was between us.


“Alva, I…” I struggled to find the words. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, I really do. But this isn’t what I need right now. What I need is to save my wife. To save all of you.”


For a moment, Alva looked distressed, the rejection clearly painful to her claimed mind. But then, with remarkable adaptability, she straightened her blouse and nodded.


“Of course,” she said, her professional demeanor sliding back into place. “I understand completely. And I want you to know that I’ll help in any way I can. With the research, with managing the teams, with anything that brings us closer to a solution.” She picked up her tablet again. “Should I still schedule those interviews for thirty minutes from now?”


I nodded, grateful for her quick pivot. “Yes, please. And Alva… thank you. For understanding.”


She gave me a small smile—sad but genuine. “That’s what I’m here for, Gabriel. To help however I can.”


As she left my office, I sank into my chair, my head in my hands. In a world where women were programmed to please men, I’d just turned down what many would consider the ultimate perk of our new reality. But there was no satisfaction in the thought, only a renewed determination to put things right.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 16: Puzzle


Tristan


I sat cross-legged on my bed, laptop balanced precariously on my knees as I scrolled through the data. My makeshift living quarters, formerly a small storage room adjacent to my lab, wasn’t much, but it had a bed, a desk, and most importantly, privacy. I’d hung my collection of vintage periodic table posters on the walls, arranged my books in perfect alphabetical order on the metal shelving unit, and set up my computer workstation with dual monitors precisely aligned at 90-degree angles to each other. Order amid chaos.


The door opened with a soft click. Portia slipped in, her dark curls slightly disheveled, lab coat draped over one arm.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging her coat on the hook I’d installed specifically for that purpose. “Ramona had us stay longer than expected. First day and all that.”


I nodded, not looking up from my screen. “Understandable. Initial protocols often require additional time for proper implementation.”


Portia kicked off her shoes and sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb my laptop. “We spent most of the day just getting up to speed on Ramona and Phoebe’s discoveries. The virus’s structure is fascinating. The way it integrates robin DNA with human neural tissue is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, still focused on my calculations.


“Did you talk to Gabriel?” she asked, leaning slightly to peek at my screen.


I felt a flash of irritation at the memory. “Yes. He made all of us wait for one hour before conducting interviews, despite being in his office the entire time. Highly inefficient.” I adjusted my glasses. “He appeared nervous. Fidgety. His right hand kept tapping against his thigh in an irregular pattern: 3–2–3–1–4. Very distracting.”


“And? Did he assign you a position?”


“Yes. I’ll be working with Team Three on neural pathway analysis. My background in molecular signaling pathways apparently makes me ‘uniquely qualified’ to help understand how the neural matrix communicates with the brain’s reward centers.” I frowned. “Though I fail to see why that couldn’t have been decided immediately rather than after forty-seven minutes of questioning.”


Portia shifted closer. “I heard something interesting today. Apparently, Gabriel’s wife has been claimed by his best friend. Maren Kephart mentioned it. She’s one of Duncan’s women on my team.”


I continued typing, the information registering but not eliciting any particular response. After several seconds of silence, I realized Portia was staring at me expectantly.


“What?” I asked.


She laughed, a warm sound that I’d always found pleasant, even before I claimed her. “You really are terrible at human stuff, aren’t you?” She moved closer, her shoulder now touching mine. Not quite cuddling, but the proximity was… nice.


“I am,” I admitted, finally setting my laptop aside. “The neural connections most people have, the ones that automatically process social cues and emotional contexts, mine are wired differently. It’s like everyone else is speaking a language I never fully learned. I can memorize the vocabulary and grammar, but I miss the idioms, the tone, the subtext.” I gestured vaguely. “People are puzzles with too many solutions.”


Portia tilted her head, studying me with an intensity I found both uncomfortable and intriguing. She shifted again, moving incrementally closer. “Am I easier to read now? Now that you own me?”


The question caught me off guard. I considered it carefully. “In some ways, yes. I don’t fully understand you, I never have, but your motivations are clearer now. Before, on the few instances where you were nice to me, I couldn’t tell if you were because you wanted something, or because social convention dictated it. Now…” I paused. “Now I know you want to please me. That’s your primary directive.”


She smiled, moving closer still. Her thigh pressed against mine now, and I felt my heart rate increase. “You’re right,” she said softly. “My motivations are pretty straightforward these days.” Her eyes studied my face, my posture, my hands. “But now I’m the one trying to read you, trying to figure out what your motivations are.”


Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my body was betraying my arousal with embarrassing obviousness. “Though some desires are clearer than others,” she added with a small smile.


I swallowed hard, uncertain how to proceed. This was new territory for me. Before the claiming, my interactions with Portia had been strictly professional, often contentious. Now she was in my bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher but that made my pulse quicken.


“You know,” she said, her voice lower now, “you don’t have to read my body language. You don’t have to interpret my facial expressions or guess what I’m thinking.” She placed a hand on my knee. “If you want, I can just tell you everything that’s going through my mind as it happens. I can narrate my thoughts, my feelings, my desires. And you can play with that information. Decide what to do with me.”


The offer was… intriguing. A solution to a problem that had plagued me my entire life.


“No conflict,” she continued. “No tension. No misunderstandings. Just clarity.”


Her hand moved higher, reaching for the button of my pants. “I can make it as easy for you as you want it to be.”


I watched, fascinated, as her fingers deftly unfastened my pants and lowered the zipper. My breath caught as she reached inside, her warm hand wrapping around my erection.


“Right now,” she said, her voice a mixture of clinical observation and something huskier, “I’m noticing how hard you are, how your pupils are dilating, how your breathing has changed. I’m feeling a sense of accomplishment knowing I’ve aroused you. I’m wondering if you want me to continue with my hand or if you’d prefer my mouth, or my pussy. I’m hoping you’ll tell me exactly what you want, because following your instructions will give me more pleasure than anything else could.”


The directness of her communication was exhilarating. For once, I didn’t have to guess, didn’t have to navigate the treacherous waters of unspoken expectations. She was giving me a map, complete with legend and compass.


I felt my heart hammering against my ribcage as Portia’s hand moved deliberately up and down my shaft. The sensation was overwhelming, unlike anything I’d experienced before.


“Is this good?” she asked, her eyes studying my face with scientific precision.


“Yes,” I managed to say, my voice strained. “Very good. Optimal, even.”


She smiled, continuing her rhythmic strokes. “How long has it been since someone’s done this for you?”


I hesitated, embarrassment warring with my natural inclination toward factual accuracy. “Never,” I admitted finally. “This is… unprecedented.”


Her hand paused momentarily. “Never? You mean you’re a virgin?”


I nodded, feeling heat rise to my face. “Sexual interactions require a level of social fluency I’ve never mastered. The protocols are ambiguous, the expectations unclear.”


“How long have you been thinking about me this way?” she asked, resuming her ministrations. “Was all that bickering hiding something more?”


I gasped as her thumb circled the sensitive head of my penis. “I… yes. I’ve thought about it. About you. But I never believed it was a realistic possibility.” I met her eyes briefly before looking away. “One doesn’t need advanced social cognition to recognize when someone despises them. You made your feelings quite clear.”


Portia laughed, the sound surprisingly genuine as she continued stroking me with one hand while unbuttoning her blouse with the other. “And now you’ve got a chance at anything you want with me. You own me, Tristan. I’m more than happy to let you do whatever that brilliant, dirty mind of yours has been dreaming about.”


She shrugged off her blouse, revealing a simple black bra that contrasted starkly with her warm brown skin. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, letting her breasts fall free. They were fuller than I’d imagined, with dark nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.


“Do you want to touch them?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


I reached out hesitantly, my hands trembling slightly as they made contact with her soft flesh. The texture was fascinating, both firm and yielding. I explored cautiously at first, then with growing confidence as she made small sounds of encouragement.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “You can be firmer if you want. Try using your thumbs on my nipples.”


I followed her instructions, watching with fascination as her nipples hardened further under my touch. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling more rapidly.


“You know,” she said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone despite her continued attention to my erection, “it’s interesting that you’re working so hard, and having me work so hard, on a way to deprive yourself of me.” Her eyes searched mine. “Is that really what you want? We could leave together, you know. You could keep me forever.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I could even help you claim other women. There must be some still out there, unclaimed.”


Despite the pleasure clouding my thoughts, her suggestion registered clearly. I considered it with the same analytical approach I applied to all problems.


“The scientific challenge is the primary appeal,” I said, my voice uneven as she squeezed me particularly firmly. “Reverse-engineering the claiming mechanism presents a fascinating puzzle.”


“Is that what this all is to you?” she asked playfully, her free hand now working on removing her skirt. “A puzzle?”


“In part,” I admitted with a small smirk. “Though I acknowledge this current arrangement has its advantages.”


She stepped out of her skirt, standing before me in nothing but a pair of black panties that matched her discarded bra. “So claiming me was just a calculated risk? A way to access my skills while satisfying your urges?”


“Precisely.” I saw no reason to dissemble. “The opportunity presented itself, and I evaluated the potential benefits against the potential costs.”


“Aren’t you worried about how I’ll react once I’m free?” she asked, her tone more serious now. “Knowing what you did to me?”


I shrugged, though the gesture was somewhat undermined by the involuntary thrust of my hips as she continued her rhythmic stroking. “I’m aware of the risk. But that’s a problem for a future date. It has no bearing on present circumstances or my current intentions.”


Portia’s serious expression melted into a smirk. She hooked her thumbs into her panties and slid them down her legs, revealing the dark curls between her thighs. “Well then,” she said, climbing onto the bed and straddling my lap, “I’d better make sure this time you have owning me is worth whatever storm I might unleash on you later.” She positioned herself above me, her hand guiding my erection to her entrance. “The least I can do is solve that virginity problem for you.”


She sank down slowly, enveloping me in tight, wet heat. I gasped, my hands instinctively moving to her hips. The sensation was indescribable—far more intense than any solo activity I’d ever engaged in. My brain, usually so orderly and analytical, seemed to short-circuit, leaving only raw sensation.


“Oh,” I managed, the word more breath than sound.


“That’s it,” Portia murmured, beginning to move in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “Just feel it. Don’t overthink.”


For perhaps the first time in my life, overthinking wasn’t an option. My usually hyperactive mind was overwhelmed by the physical sensations: the slick heat surrounding me, the weight of her on my lap, the sight of her breasts swaying gently with each movement.


She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she established a steady pace. “Is this good?” she asked, her voice husky.


“Yes,” I gasped. “Extremely good. Beyond good.”


She smiled, increasing her tempo slightly. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”


“Everything,” I said, the word bursting from me. “Too much. Not enough. I can’t… I don’t have the vocabulary for this.”


“That’s okay,” she whispered, leaning closer so her breasts brushed against my chest. “You don’t need words right now.”


She was right. Words were superfluous in the face of such overwhelming physical input. I surrendered to the sensation, my hands exploring her body with newfound confidence: the curve of her waist, the softness of her breasts, the firmness of her thighs as they gripped me.


Portia moved with increasing urgency, her breathing becoming more ragged. She guided one of my hands between her legs, showing me how to touch her in ways that made her gasp and shudder. The feedback was immediate and unambiguous, a refreshing change from the usual opacity of human interaction.


“I’m close,” she whispered, her inner muscles tightening around me. “Are you?”


I nodded frantically, unable to form coherent speech. The pressure was building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at the base of my spine.


She leaned forward, her lips brushing my ear. “Then let go. Come for me, Tristan.”


The permission, or perhaps the command, was all it took. The tension broke, pleasure crashing through me in waves as I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her with a hoarse cry. Portia continued moving, drawing out my orgasm until I was gasping and oversensitive, before finally stilling.


For several moments, we remained joined, both breathing heavily. My mind, usually racing with calculations and observations, was blissfully quiet. There would be time later for analysis, for considering the implications of what we’d done. For now, I simply existed in the moment. A novel experience for someone who typically lived primarily in his own head.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 17: A Matter of Perspective


Cedric


I was just about to head out, keys in hand, when a knock came at the door. Not expecting anyone, I hesitated before turning the handle. The small studio they’d given me wasn’t much, but at least it was private: somewhere I could sit and think about Olivia without anyone watching me fall apart.


When I opened the door, Wendy stood there, her green eyes lighting up at the sight of me.


“Cedric! I was hoping to catch you,” she said, her voice bright with that weird eagerness that made my stomach twist. “Can I come in?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My mind was a mess of worry about Olivia—where she might be, what might be happening to her. The thought of my little girl in the hands of some stranger who’d claimed her kept me up at night, made it hard to breathe. The last thing I needed was Gabriel’s wife buzzing around me like a fly looking for sugar, a constant reminder of what I’d done to my best friend.


“I’m actually heading out,” I said, jingling my keys. “Going to see Gabriel. Is he still in his office, do you know?”


Wendy waved her hand dismissively, barely considering the question. “I don’t know. But if you’re going out, can I do anything for you first? Are you hungry? I could swing by the cafeteria, bring you something back.”


I stepped into the hallway, gently but firmly moving her aside so I could lock the door. The corridor was dark, lit only by emergency lights that cast everything in an eerie red glow. Wendy stumbled slightly as I moved past her, and I saw a flash of distress cross her face before she composed herself.


“Cedric, wait,” she said, following me down the corridor. “I can help you. You don’t have to be so careful around me.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “I understand what you want. You told me to take care of Gabriel, and I have been, just like you asked. But he’s not here right now, and I’ve got time. I can help you too.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to face her. The emergency lights cast harsh shadows across her face, but I could still see the desperation in her eyes, that need to please that wasn’t really her. Even her posture was different, more open, less reserved. Almost... revealing? The way she pushed out her chest, the way she tilted her head to expose the smooth line of her neck… It made me sick, even as a part of me responded to it.


“Wendy,” I said firmly, “being here for your husband, taking care of him, that’s the exact opposite of what you’re doing right now.” I gestured back toward her and Gabriel’s apartment. “Gabriel probably is probably having a hell of a day. He’s trying to save the world while dealing with the fact that his wife belongs to someone else. And you don’t seem too worried about that right now, do you?”


Her face fell as the realization hit her. She was failing at the task I’d given her, and I could see the genuine distress that caused.


“You’re right,” she said quickly. “I’ll come with you. We can check on Gabriel together, see how he’s doing.”


“No,” I said, more sharply than I intended. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t make her care for her own husband even if I commanded her to. She was only doing it because I said so, and she was missing the obvious. “The last thing Gabriel needs is the three of us in a room together. He doesn’t need to be reminded of what I did to you.” I softened my tone slightly. “What did Gabriel ask you to do today? Did he give you any instructions?”


Wendy looked down at her hands. “He told me to stay in the apartment. Said he’d be back later.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me. “Then you know what to do, don’t you?”


Without waiting for an answer, I turned and continued down the corridor, the sound of my boots echoing off the walls. I didn’t look back to see if she was following. I couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes—hurt that I’d caused by not being pleased with her, hurt that wasn’t really hers but programmed into her by whoever had done this to the world.


All I could think about was Olivia, and how I’d failed to protect her. I wasn’t about to fail Gabriel too by keeping his wife from him, even if she was only going through the motions.


I made my way to Gabriel’s office, my mind still churning with thoughts of Olivia. The hallways of Echelon felt like a maze, all sterile walls and identical doors. When I finally found the right one, I knocked and waited.


Alva opened the door, looking like she hadn’t slept in days. Her neat bob was slightly mussed, and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw me, she squinted slightly, her lips pressing into a thin line. She knew about Wendy and me, that much was clear.


“Gabriel,” she called over her shoulder, her voice professional but cool, “Cedric Appleton is here to see you.”


There was a long pause, long enough that I started to wonder if Gabriel was going to refuse to see me. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’d claimed his wife, for Christ’s sake. Friend or not, that’s not something you just get over.


Finally, I heard Gabriel’s voice. “Let him in, Alva.”


She stepped aside, giving me one last appraising look before leaving the room.


Gabriel sat behind his desk, looking like he’d aged ten years in the past two days. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled like he’d slept in it. Or maybe hadn’t slept at all.


“Jesus, Gabe,” I said, trying for a light tone, “you look like you got run over by a truck, backed up over, and then run over again.”


A ghost of a smile flickered across his face, and some of the tension seemed to leave his shoulders. But there was still wariness in his eyes as he gestured for me to sit.


I dropped into the chair across from him, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “How’d it go today? With all the… you know, the teams and everything?”


Gabriel ran a hand through his hair. “About as well as could be expected. The teams are formed, the scientists are working. All things considered, it went smoothly.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Claimed women are actually pretty easy to manage. They follow instructions without complaint. Though they’re a bit too… focused on their owners.”


As soon as the words left his mouth, he seemed to realize what he’d said. His eyes darted to mine, then away, his jaw tightening.


“What you’re doing is great, Gabe,” I said quickly, trying to move past the awkward moment. “I’m just glad you’re the one in charge of all this. If anyone can figure this mess out, it’s you and your team.”


“Ramona and Phoebe are in charge,” he corrected, his voice flat. “I’m just… facilitating.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us. I cleared my throat.


“I tried calling Olivia again,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Her phone’s dead. I’ve been checking all her social media accounts too, but everything’s a mess online right now. She hasn’t posted or logged in since Claim day.” I leaned forward, feeling the desperation rising in my chest again. “I can’t just sit here, Gabe. I appreciate you giving me a place to stay, I do, but I can’t just wait around while my daughter is out there somewhere, maybe being… being…” I couldn’t finish the thought. “I need to look for her.”


Gabriel’s expression softened at the mention of Olivia. The tension between us seemed to recede, replaced by his genuine concern for my daughter, the girl he’d watched grow up, who called him “Uncle Gabe” and made him birthday cards with too much glitter.


“I don’t think going out right now is a good idea, Ced,” he said gently. “It’s still chaos out there. We’ve been monitoring what news we can get… It’s not good. Law enforcement is basically non-existent.”


He tapped his fingers on the desk, thinking. “Edward Barrett—he’s our head of security, you haven’t met him yet. He’s planning to send a couple of guys out in a day or two. Reconnaissance, plus we need to start thinking about supplies. I could ask if you could go with them when they head into town. They have weapons, training. Edward says they have some contacts out there too.”


I ran a hand over my beard, considering it. The thought of waiting even another day to look for Olivia made my stomach knot, but rushing out alone with no plan wasn’t going to help her.


“I don’t like leaving her out there any longer,” I admitted. “But I don’t even know where to start looking.” I sighed heavily. “Maybe you’re right. Going with people who know what they’re doing might be smarter.”


“I’ll talk to Edward,” Gabriel promised. “Ask him to stop by your room to discuss it. He’s a good man, ex-military. If anyone can help you find Olivia, it’s him.”


I stood up, frustrated but resigned. “Alright. I won’t bother you anymore. You’ve got enough on your plate.”


I was almost to the door when Gabriel’s voice stopped me.


“Did you command Wendy to sleep with me?”


The question hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned back, genuinely surprised. “What? No. I told her to be here with you, to take care of you, but I never…” I trailed off, seeing the hurt and anger in his eyes.


Gabriel let out a harsh laugh. “Right. Because she definitely needed to be commanded to take care of her husband. How thoughtful of you.”


The bitterness in his voice cut deep. I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. What could I say? That I was sorry? That I’d had no choice? That I’d done it to protect her? All of those things were true, but none of them would make this situation any better.


Instead, I turned and left without another word, understanding his pain all too well and not wishing to make it worse with an argument neither of us could win.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 18: Naked Truth


Wendy


I paced the apartment for what felt like hours after my encounter with Cedric in the hallway. His disappointment in me was like a physical pain: I’d failed him by not being attentive enough to Gabriel. The thought made my stomach twist with anxiety. I needed to do better. I needed to make Cedric proud.


When I heard the key in the lock, I rushed to the door, smoothing my skirt and putting on my brightest smile. Gabriel stumbled in, looking even worse than he had that morning, his eyes bloodshot, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion. The sight of him stirred something in me. Concern, yes, but distant, like watching a stranger struggle through rain.


“Gabriel! You’re back,” I said, reaching for his jacket. “Let me help you. You look exhausted. I could run you a bath, or make some tea? I found some of that chamomile you like in the kitchenette.”


He shrugged away from my touch, not even looking at me as he dropped his bag on the floor. “Don’t.”


I froze, uncertain how to proceed. This wasn’t what Cedric wanted. He wanted me to take care of Gabriel, to be here for him. But Gabriel wasn’t letting me.


“I love you,” I said, the words coming automatically. “I’m sorry if you’re suffering because of… the situation. Anything I can do to help, I will. Just tell me what you need.”


Gabriel ignored me, moving to the small desk in the corner and shuffling through some papers. “The cafeteria is serving food in an hour,” he said flatly.


I tried again, moving closer, searching for some way to connect with him. “The way you say it, I imagine it’s not something I’m supposed to be looking forward to.” I laughed, the sound hollow even to my own ears. “Though we’ve probably had worse... Remember the disgusting food they served at that hotel in Boston?”


Gabriel turned to look at me, his expression hardening into something close to disgust. “Stop it, Wendy. Just… stop. I know exactly what you’re doing, and it’s not working. You don’t give a shit about me or our memories.”


“That’s not true,” I protested, moving closer, reaching for him. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body against his. “I still love you. I still want you. You’re my husband, my lover.”


He stood stiffly in my embrace, neither returning it nor pushing me away. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, the familiar scent of him filling my nostrils but somehow failing to evoke any emotion beyond a detached recognition. I slid one hand down, brushing against the front of his pants, trying to arouse him like I had the night before.


This time, his reaction was immediate and violent. He shoved me away, hard enough that I stumbled backward, catching myself on the edge of the sofa.


“Enough!” he shouted, his face flushed with anger. “I’m not an idiot, Wendy! I know exactly what’s going on. You’re just like Elaine and Lenore. They were engaged, for God’s sake, and now they can’t even look at each other. The only difference is that your ‘master’ has been kind enough to lend you to me.”


“That’s not true,” I insisted, even as something inside me recognized the truth in his words. “I do care about you. I do want to be here.”


Gabriel laughed, a harsh, broken sound that bore no resemblance to his usual warm chuckle. “We’ve always been honest with each other, Wendy. Always. And now you’re standing there lying to my face.”


He stepped closer, his eyes boring into mine. “Do you truly want to be here for me? To take care of me?”


“Yes,” I said immediately, the answer coming from the part of me that knew what Cedric wanted me to say.


“Then tell me the truth from now on,” Gabriel said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “The absolute truth, no matter how much it hurts. Because if you can’t do that, then I’ve already lost my wife, and you certainly can’t be here for me.”


The thought of Gabriel pushing me away sent a spike of panic through me. I would be disappointing Cedric, and that was unbearable.


I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I realized there was no way out of this. Gabriel was right. If anyone could tell when I was acting, it was my own husband. We’d built our relationship on honesty and openness, and now here I was, performing my own marriage like an actress in a play.


“Fine,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa. “You want the truth? I’ll give you the truth. I promise.”


Gabriel stood over me, arms crossed, his expression a mixture of anger and pain. “How do you feel right now? What do you want, and why?”


I took a deep breath, sorting through the tangle of emotions and programming in my mind. “I want to be a good wife to you,” I said slowly, the words feeling both true and hollow simultaneously. “But I want it because it’s what Cedric wants from me.”


I met Gabriel’s eyes, forcing myself to continue despite the hurt I saw there. “If he hadn’t told me to take care of you, I’d probably be like Elaine and Lenore. I wouldn’t even think about you unless prompted to, because Cedric… he occupies my thoughts. He’s the only one who truly matters to me now.”


My voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Gabriel. I do. I remember our life together, our plans, our dreams. But that love feels… distant now. My devotion to Cedric overshadows everything else.”


Gabriel snorted, but his reaction wasn’t as explosive as I’d expected. Some of the tension left my body.


He stepped closer, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. “Did you even enjoy having sex with me last night? Truly?”


The bluntness of the question caught me off guard, but I’d promised honesty. “I thought it would make you feel better,” I admitted. “I didn’t particularly enjoy it. It wasn’t unpleasant, but what mattered to me was pleasing you, because…”


“Because Cedric wanted you to take care of me,” Gabriel finished, his voice tight with anger though he remained surprisingly calm. “Of course.”


He sighed. “So what? You just assumed fucking me would help you achieve your goal, the goal Cedric set for you, and so you just did it? Just like that, without desire?”


I nodded, uncertain how to respond. Gabriel’s anger was palpable, but he seemed to be controlling it, focusing it inward rather than lashing out at me, for now. “It just felt right... I’d fuck you day and night if I thought it could help.”


“Jesus, you’re just a hooker now and Cedric is your pimp...” He ran a hand through his hair, his wedding ring catching the light. The sight of it did not elicit the same response as it once did. I felt a pang of frustration. It felt wrong, like the symbol of a misplaced allegiance. A lie.


“I want you to stop,” he said finally. “I don’t want you to do that again.”


“You mean the sex?” I asked, confused.


“I mean the pretending,” he clarified. “The fake smiles, the forced affection, the emotions you don’t genuinely feel. If you don’t care about me, then show it. Be honest. At least then I won’t have to torture myself wondering if any part of it is real.”


Panic rose in my chest. “But I’m supposed to take care of you! Cedric told me—”


Gabriel groaned in frustration, cutting me off. “I’m not going to send you away, Wendy. I’m not going to make you cry in despair because you failed your precious master’s instructions. I just want the truth from you. Is that so much to ask?”


Relief washed over me, though anxiety still lingered. If Gabriel sent me away, I would have failed Cedric completely. At least this way, I could still fulfill my mission, even if the parameters had changed.


“How can I be useful, then?” I asked, my voice steadier now, stripped of the false warmth and enthusiasm I’d been forcing.


Gabriel sat down beside me on the couch, then suddenly pushed me back against the cushions, his body looming over mine.


“What are you doing?” I asked, genuinely confused by this shift.


“If you want to be useful,” he said, his voice low and rough, “then I’m going to fuck you.”


I blinked, processing his words. Then I reached for the buttons of my blouse, starting to undress. “You told me not to fake emotions,” I reminded him. “So I won’t pretend to desire you.”


“You don’t have to,” he said, watching me with those tired, angry eyes. “You said you’d do it day and night for me if you thought it’d make me feel better. What? Do you mind all of a sudden?”


I considered the question honestly. “No, I don’t mind. I’m supposed to be here for you. If it can make you feel better, you can fuck me as much as you want. I’m perfectly okay with it.”


Gabriel pushed me back against the couch cushions, his hands rough as he yanked my skirt up around my waist. I didn’t resist, simply lifted my hips to help him remove my underwear. There was no tenderness in his movements, none of the careful attention he usually paid to my pleasure. This wasn’t lovemaking. This was something else entirely.


“If this is all I have left of my wife,” he growled, unfastening his pants, “then this is all I’ll take.”


I watched him with detached curiosity. The man I’d shared a bed with for twelve years looked like a stranger now, his face contorted with a mixture of desire and rage. I should have felt something, fear, perhaps, or sadness at what we’d become, but all I felt was a mild satisfaction that I was still fulfilling Cedric’s instructions. I was taking care of Gabriel, just not in the way I’d expected.


Gabriel positioned himself between my legs, not bothering with foreplay or preparation. “You’re not Wendy anymore. You’re just a fucktoy now, aren’t you?” he said, his voice harsh as he thrust into me. “Just a cum dumpster for whoever claims you.”


The words should have hurt, should have made me angry or ashamed, but they simply washed over me like water. I wasn’t aroused, but I wasn’t distressed either. My body responded mechanically, lubricating enough to accommodate him under his touch. I was simply performing a function.


“Is this what you want?” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic. “To be used like property?”


I didn’t answer. There was no right answer, and we both knew it. What I wanted didn’t matter anymore—hadn’t mattered since the moment Cedric had claimed me in that alley. My desires had been replaced by his, my will subsumed by the programming that now governed my every thought.


Gabriel’s movements grew more frantic, his breathing ragged. I could tell he was close, could read the signs in his body as easily as I’d always been able to. I wrapped my legs around his waist, not out of passion but efficiency, giving him better access, helping him reach his climax faster.


When he came, it was with a strangled cry that sounded more like pain than pleasure. He collapsed against me, his weight pressing me into the couch, his breath hot against my neck. For a moment, we lay there in silence, our bodies joined but our minds worlds apart.


Finally, he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants with mechanical movements. He wouldn’t look at me as I straightened my clothes, smoothing my skirt back down over my thighs.


“The cafeteria opens in fifty minutes,” he said as he checked his phone, his voice flat and empty. “Don’t forget to eat.”


I heard him sniffle quietly and, without another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence of the apartment. I sat there on the couch, feeling his semen slowly leak out of me, and wondered if I’d done enough to please Cedric. If this strange, angry encounter with my husband counted as “taking care of him.”


I hoped it did.
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 19: Misbehaving


04/06/2025 — Edward


I was heading to the MRI room for our daily briefing when I caught sight of something that stopped me dead in my tracks. Down one of the side corridors, partially hidden from the main hallway, Dr. Smith had one of his claimed women pressed against the wall. It took me a second to place her. Lenore, that was it. The physicist with the purple streak in her hair. Elaine’s fiancée, I realized.


They weren’t just talking. Smith had his hand tangled in her hair, his mouth on hers, and she was responding with enthusiasm, her hands clutching at his lab coat. As I watched, frozen with surprise, his other hand slid down to grab her ass, pulling her against him. Christ. I cleared my throat loudly, and they jumped apart like teenagers caught behind the bleachers.


“Barrett!” Smith’s face went red as a tomato. “This isn’t… we were just… I was checking her for symptoms of—”


I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my annoyance. Smith was stammering like an idiot, but Lenore smoothly stepped in.


“Dr. Smith was concerned about my elevated heart rate,” she said, straightening her blouse. “I’ve been experiencing some anxiety about the project timeline.”


“Right,” I said flatly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what you do with your women, Smith, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work. But I gotta say, I’m a little surprised. Isn’t Lenore a lesbian? And engaged to Elaine?” I couldn’t help realizing that Elaine hadn’t mentioned Lenore once since I claimed her. Not once. “Out of the three women you claimed, she’s the one you’re fooling around with?” Probably not the only one, obviously...


Something flickered across Lenore’s face at the mention of Elaine: a brief shadow, nothing more. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. The claiming really did a number on these women.


Smith’s embarrassment vanished, replaced by defensiveness. He squared his shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “I expect you’ve been enjoying Elaine just as thoroughly,” he said pointedly. “Don’t pretend you’re above this.”


I actually laughed at that. “I haven’t touched Elaine that way,” I said. “But thanks for the insight into your own activities.”


“Please,” Smith scoffed. “I’ve seen how Warda acts around you. The way she stands close, always watching you. You’re clearly not above enjoying your claimed women either. And why shouldn’t we? We’re saving humanity here. Why not take a little reward while we can? They’re literally begging for it!”


I felt my jaw tighten. “Warda and I were already involved before all this happened,” I said coldly. “She asked me to claim her to keep her safe. That’s a completely different situation than whatever this is.” I gestured between him and Lenore. He was right on one thing, though. Claimed women seemed to default to sex as a pretty straightforward way to please. I had no idea if this was part of their programmed, or if they just realized men were easy to please in that way. In any case, I could understand why someone would take the bait, but it didn’t make it right.


Before Smith could respond, footsteps echoed down the main hallway. Ritter and Duncan deep in conversation about power allocation. Smith’s relief was palpable. I said nothing as we all gathered outside the MRI room door. No point making a scene now.


I knocked firmly on the heavy door. “Ramona? Phoebe? We’re here for the briefing.”


“All clear!” Phoebe’s muffled voice called back.


We filed into what had become our command center over the past week. The place was a mess, more so than the day before: empty coffee cups, protein bar wrappers, and stacks of printouts covered every surface. The air was stale and smelled faintly of body odor and desperation. As fucked up as it was, I was getting used to it.


Ramona stood at the center table, dark circles under her eyes. She looked up as we entered, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. We gathered around her, ready for whatever news she had to share.


“Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I know the pressure we’re under is immense, and I want to acknowledge how well you’ve handled your… women… so far. The teams are functioning efficiently despite the circumstances.”


I noticed Phoebe didn’t even flinch at the mention of our “women” this time. Three days ago, she would have shot Ramona a disapproving glance. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, expression neutral. Guess she’d either made her peace with our fucked-up situation or was too tired to keep fighting it.


“We have some developments,” Phoebe said, stepping forward. “I’ve managed to establish contact with a former colleague at EISCAT, the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association. It’s a high-powered radar facility in Tromsø, Norway, primarily used for studying the ionosphere, but critically for us, it could transmit a VLF signal worldwide by ionospheric heating.”


She pulled up a satellite image on the tablet she was holding and passed it around.


“My contact there is Dr. Einar Vokter. He says the facility is mostly empty now, just a skeleton crew of scientists and staff who decided to stay rather than flee during the Claiming. They’ve essentially barricaded themselves in to stay safe.”


“And they can help us?” Ritter asked, leaning forward.


Phoebe nodded. “EISCAT might be our only shot at transmitting a counter-programming signal globally. There are very few facilities on Earth with antennas powerful enough to send VLF signals that could reach everyone, most are military.”


“We don’t know yet if that’s how we’ll need to proceed,” Ramona interjected, “but we need to plan for that possibility. If we develop a counter-program, we’ll need a way to distribute it.”


“And Vokter is willing to help?” Smith asked, still not meeting my eyes.


“Yes,” Phoebe said. “But there’s a catch. They’re reliant on the power grid. Once Norway loses power, EISCAT goes dark. If that happens before we’re ready, we might not get another chance. The few other facilities with similar capabilities are military installations, and we have no idea who’s controlling those now.”


I frowned, considering the logistics. “Why can’t we just build an antenna here at Echelon? We’ve got the technical expertise.”


Ritter shook his head. “VLF requires enormous antennas. We’re talking miles long, and massive power. The wavelengths are so long that you need a huge physical structure to transmit them effectively. EISCAT already has that infrastructure in place.”


“There is some good news,” Ramona said. “Norway’s power grid is primarily hydroelectric and extremely reliable. According to Vokter, even with the current chaos, they should maintain power for three to four weeks, assuming no one deliberately sabotages the infrastructure.”


“That’s assuming we can maintain contact with them,” I pointed out. “If we lose internet here, or they do there, we have no way to send them whatever counter-programming we develop.”


Duncan cleared his throat. “Not necessarily. We have HF radio equipment here at Echelon. If the weather is good, we could transmit the program that way. It would be far slower and less convenient than the internet, but it’s a backup option.”


Ramona nodded. “There’s more. Dr. Vokter has been analyzing The Source’s signal. Based on signal strength, propagation patterns, and timing, he believes it originated from Jim Creek, Washington.”


“Jim Creek?” I asked, the name vaguely familiar from my military days.


“It’s a Naval Radio Station,” Phoebe explained. “One of the most powerful VLF transmitters in the world, primarily used to communicate with submarines.”


Duncan whistled low. “So The Source definitely had military connections. That’s… concerning.”


“Or government,” Ritter added quietly. “Or both.”


I nodded, pieces falling into place. “Washington state has gone dark, communications-wise. No internet, possibly no power. We’ve been monitoring amateur radio chatter, and there’s been next to nothing from that region for days.”


“Deliberate, you think?” Smith asked.


“Has to be.” I shrugged.


The room fell silent as we all processed the implications. Whoever had done this had access to military-grade communications equipment, the expertise to engineer a virus that rewired women’s brains, and enough influence to essentially blackout an entire state.


We weren’t just fighting against time and technical challenges. We were up against an enemy with resources that dwarfed our own.


Phoebe stepped forward, her eyes bright with the kind of intensity that only comes from a scientific breakthrough. Despite the exhaustion evident in the dark circles under her eyes, she was now practically vibrating with energy.


“Team Two has made significant progress decoding the signal,” she said, pulling up a series of complex waveform patterns on a nearby screen. “What we’ve found is… frankly incredible. The signal isn’t just a simple command or even a complex program as we initially thought. It’s a carefully designed patchwork of specific patterns meant to trigger very precise regions of the brain through the matrix created by the virus.”


She zoomed in on one section, highlighting what looked like a series of peaks and valleys.


“It’s almost like someone recorded specific patterns of brain activity, then edited and aligned them to produce exactly the desired effect. They’ve essentially isolated the grammar of the mind itself.” Her voice held a reluctant admiration. “Instead of containing words or code as we understand them, this signal contains ‘sentences’ in the form of specific neuron activations that achieve a very specific goal.”


I wasn’t a scientist, but I was getting the gist of what she was saying. Record the brain of someone when they think about devotion, and BAM, you could play it back to anyone else, thanks to their little virus and what it had done to women’s brains. Combine it with a bunch of other recordings, and you’d be basically writing code for the brain itself.


Smith leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “If we want to create our own program, how could we use this to our advantage? We can’t exactly copy what they’ve done if we want to reverse it.”


Ramona nodded, taking over from Phoebe. “Now that we have a basic understanding of the format and grammar of this programming language, we can try to understand what each part means by comparing it to the effects the programming has had on claimed women.” She gestured toward the door, beyond which our claimed women were resting, enjoying their Sunday, if they still enjoyed anything besides pleasing us...


“We might be able to use bits and pieces of it in a different order to achieve a different goal, like taking words from a sentence and rearranging them to say something new. Similarly,” she continued, “we could use the secondary MRI upstairs to record brain activity through various scenarios, extending the range of the vocabulary we can use for our own message. It would be like adding new words to our dictionary.”


Phoebe turned to Duncan. “That’s why we really need that MRI upstairs fixed and operational. Without it, we’re severely limited in what we can develop.”


Duncan nodded firmly. “I’m on it. With Dr. Dressen’s help, we could get it running much faster.”


“I’ll tell her to report to you,” Smith said quickly, then glanced at Ramona and Phoebe. “If that’s alright with you both, of course.”


Ramona nodded. “Yes, that should be done immediately. Time is our enemy here.”


Ramona sighed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s all Phoebe and I have to share for now. We’ll keep you updated on any new developments.” She looked around the table. “Does anyone else have anything to report?”


I cleared my throat. “I’m planning to send two of my security team into town after tomorrow: Salvador Rodriguez and Miles Reeves. Both armed, both level-headed. We need to assess the situation in Chantwell and see about securing additional supplies. People might be willing to trade for some of the non-essential equipment we have here.” I looked around the table. “Any specific requests I should add to their list?”


“Food is obviously the priority,” Ramona said immediately. “Our stores will last another week, maybe two thanks to Duncan’s own personal stock,  but after that…” She trailed off.


“Clothes would be wonderful,” Phoebe added, tugging at her wrinkled blouse. “I’ve been wearing the same thing for almost a week now...”


Duncan nodded emphatically. “My claimed women could definitely use a change of clothes. So could I, for that matter.” He sniffed at his shirt and grimaced.


Ritter leaned forward, his expression serious. “My friend Cedric is still looking for his daughter. She was claimed by some man on Claim day, at the art campus across town.” He ran a hand through his hair. “He wants to go into town to try and find leads on her whereabouts, but I told him not to go alone. Would you mind if he accompanied your men tomorrow?”


I considered this for a moment. “I don’t mind, but he’ll have to follow orders. My guys’ priority has to be securing supplies.” Then something clicked. “Actually, I know a guy who worked security at that campus. If he’s still around, he might be able to access security footage, help identify who claimed the daughter and where they went.”


“I’m sorry for Cedric,” Ramona said, her voice firm but not unkind, “but this isn’t a priority. We can’t afford to lose time searching for one girl when we’re trying to save all women.”


Ritter’s jaw tightened. “If Cedric has even a small chance of finding his daughter, we should help him. It’s the right thing to do.” He looked directly at Ramona. “You know how much his daughter means to him.”


Ramona’s expression remained unchanged. “My personal feelings are irrelevant. Our resources must be directed toward our primary objective.”


“I could at least try to contact the guy,” I offered. “Wouldn’t take much time, and it might help. He owes me a favor or two anyway.”


Phoebe touched Ramona’s arm lightly. “A quick phone call won’t derail our mission.”


Ramona held Phoebe’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. Make the call. But if Cedric goes in town with your men, make it clear that our supplies come first.” She gathered her papers. “If there’s nothing else, I suggest we all get some rest while we can.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 24 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 24 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 23 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 20: Breadcrumbs


04/08/2025 — Cedric


I sat wedged between two Echelon security guys in the front of their truck, feeling like a damn sardine. Salvador Rodriguez was driving: stocky Hispanic guy with a buzz cut and a face that looked like it had seen some shit. Quiet type, but his eyes never stopped moving, scanning everything. The other one, Miles Reeves, was a lanky Black dude with a scar running through his right eyebrow who hadn’t shut up since we left Echelon. Both of them had pistols holstered at their sides. I didn’t have a gun, which made me feel naked as a jaybird.


“Let’s get one thing straight,” Miles said, turning slightly toward me. “You follow our lead, period. We ain’t babysitters, and Dr. Quinn already thinks this whole side mission is a waste of time.”


“Barrett couldn’t even reach his campus security friend,” Salvador added, his voice surprisingly soft for such a solid guy. “Phone networks are getting spotty. But he thought you deserved a shot at finding your girl.”


I nodded, my throat tight. “Appreciate it. I won’t get in your way.”


“Good,” Miles said, adjusting his holster. “Because our priority is supplies, food and clothes. If, and that’s a big if, we have time after that’s secured, we’ll swing by the campus and see about your daughter.”


“Any idea what we’re heading into?” I asked, staring out the windshield as we approached the town limits. My hands felt clammy. Olivia was out there somewhere, claimed by some stranger. Every minute that passed was another minute she was…I couldn’t even finish the thought.


Salvador shook his head. “Not really. Barrett’s been monitoring radio chatter, but it’s minimal. Power’s still on in most places, but who knows for how long.”


“Might be a goddamn war zone,” Miles muttered. “Or a ghost town. Either way, keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


As we rolled into Chantwell, it was clear which scenario we were dealing with. The streets were mostly deserted, a far cry from the bustling little town I’d known for years. We passed a group of three men walking together, all carrying rifles. No women with them. A block later, we saw another man leading two women by the hand, both of them following him with that same devotion I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes when she looked at me. When the guy saw us, he yanked his women into an alley, disappearing from view.


“Jesus,” Salvador whispered.


Every store we passed had broken windows, doors hanging open. The 7-Eleven on the corner had been picked clean, shelves visible through the windows were completely bare.


“Don’t think we’re gonna find much food,” Miles said, voicing what we were all thinking. “Looks like locusts came through.”


Salvador turned onto Main Street where all the small boutiques and specialty shops were clustered. He pulled the van to a stop, and I leaned forward.


“Wouldn’t it make more sense to try the Walmart on the edge of town? More stuff there.”


Miles snorted. “Yeah, and more people thinking the same thing. Place that big is either completely stripped or turned into someone’s fortress by now. Too open, too many entrances to secure.”


“Small shops are safer,” Salvador agreed. “Easier to defend if we run into trouble.”


We tried the bakery first, then the deli next door. Both cleaned out, not even crumbs left. The little grocery store on the corner had nothing but some spilled flour and a few cans of creamed corn that had rolled under a shelf. Miles grabbed them anyway.


“Better than nothing,” he grunted.


When we reached “Threads,” the local clothing boutique, Salvador let out a low whistle. The front window was cracked but not shattered, and through it we could see racks still full of clothes.


“Jackpot,” Miles said, drawing his gun. “Let’s check it out.”


Inside, it was clear people had grabbed what they wanted in a hurry: the men’s basics were mostly gone, and so were some of the most fashionable pieces for women. But there were still plenty of shirts, pants, dresses, and underwear. We filled bag after bag, stuffing them into the back of the van. I didn’t care about sizes or styles. All I knew was that the people at Echelon needed to wear something besides the same clothes


“Load up everything you can carry,” Salvador instructed. “Focus on practical stuff, but at this point, anything clean is better than what we’ve got.”


We started grabbing armfuls of clothes, making trips back and forth to the truck. The street remained eerily quiet. No cars, no people. Just the sound of our boots on the pavement.


“Where is everyone?” I asked on our third trip, arms full of women’s jeans.


“Smart ones probably headed for the countryside,” Salvador said, scanning the rooftops as he walked. “Farms, cabins, places with wells and gardens. Town centers aren’t safe. Too many people fighting over limited resources.”


“And your daughter might be among them,” Miles added, surprising me with what almost sounded like sympathy. “If the guy who claimed her had any sense, he’d get out of town too.”


I nodded, trying to hold onto that hope as we continued loading clothes into the truck. But all I could think was that every minute we spent here was another minute I wasn’t looking for Olivia.


We were halfway through loading the last batch of clothes when I heard the sound of a car engine. My heart jumped into my throat as a police cruiser rolled up and stopped right next to our truck. Salvador and Miles both tensed up, hands hovering near their holstered weapons.


“Easy,” Salvador muttered under his breath. “Let’s see what they want.”


The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Sheriff Gregory Murphy, a guy I recognized but had never really dealt with. Tall fella, maybe mid-fifties, with a beer gut straining against his uniform and a face that looked like it was carved out of weathered wood. Had this permanent smirk like he was always in on some joke nobody else knew about. He had his hand resting casually on his holstered gun but didn’t draw it.


“Well, well, well,” he drawled, grinning wide enough to show a gold tooth. “What do we have here? Some enterprising shoppers taking advantage of our town’s new self-service policy?”


The way he said it, all friendly-like but with something cold behind his eyes, made the hair on my neck stand up. This wasn’t the same guy who used to give speeches at the high school about drug awareness.


“No need to get jumpy, boys,” he said, noticing our stances. “Take those hands away from your guns unless you want today to get real interesting real quick.”


As if on cue, the passenger door opened, and a woman stepped out. My jaw nearly hit the pavement. She was wearing the bottom half of a police uniform, navy blue pants, duty belt with a gun, which she had drawn and was pointing casually in our direction, but she was completely topless. And not small either—large, firm breasts bounced slightly as she moved, nipples hard in the cool morning air. She had short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and the kind of toned arms that said she worked out regularly. Her expression was all business, despite being half-naked.


“This here’s Officer Alexandra Marriott,” Sheriff Murphy said, strolling closer to us. “My second-in-command. Well, not so in command nowadays... What do you think of our new mandatory female uniform for the Chantwell PD?” He laughed and reached over to squeeze one of her breasts roughly. “Show the gentlemen what they’re missing, Alex.”


She turned slightly, giving us a better view while keeping her gun trained on us. “Sheriff likes his officers visible and accessible,” she said with a smirk that didn’t quite reach her eyes.


I felt sick to my stomach but kept my face neutral. This wasn’t the time to pick a fight. Miles was staring a bit too openly, while Salvador kept his eyes mostly on the gun in her hand.


“So,” Murphy said, looking at the pile of clothes in our arms and the open door of the boutique. “How many claimed women did you fellas get? Must be quite a collection if you need this many outfits.” He chuckled. “Lucky bastards.”


“We’re just passing through,” Salvador said carefully. “Not looking for any trouble.”


“We’ll be on our way soon,” Miles added.


Murphy’s eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed the Echelon logo on the side of our truck. His expression changed, still smiling, but more calculating now.


“You boys from Echelon?” He stepped closer, hands on his belt. “Funny you should show up. Had a couple of upset husbands come by me the other day, spinning some wild tale about their wives being held there. Something about experiments related to the claiming.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


Miles stepped forward, flashing a disarming grin at the Sheriff. “Experiments? Man, I don’t know about all that. We’ve got some women at Echelon, sure. Who doesn’t these days?” He chuckled, nodding toward the topless officer. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a nice setup too.”


I caught on to what he was doing and kept my mouth shut. Smart play.


“Those guys who came complaining?” Miles continued, shaking his head. “Their wives were already claimed fair and square. Some men just can’t accept the new world order, you know? We figured telling them we’re working on a way free them was better than putting bullets in them.” He shrugged. “Keeps them from coming back with guns blazing, for a while at least. You understand how it is.”


I noticed Salvador shifting slightly, making sure his holster was visible. Message received: Echelon wasn’t defenseless.


Sheriff Murphy studied Miles for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. “Smart move. Those types never want to believe the new reality.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, pushing his gut forward. “Well, help yourselves to whatever’s left in the stores. Though I doubt you’ll find much besides clothes. Food disappeared fast.” The way he patted his stomach made me think he knew exactly where a good chunk of it had gone.


“If you fellas need anything else,” Murphy continued, hooking his thumbs in his belt, “I’m here to help. For the right compensation, of course.” He winked. “We’re still the law around here, and folks who remember that tend to have an easier time.”


Officer Marriott shifted her stance, and Murphy casually draped an arm around her bare shoulders. “If you can’t reach me by phone—local towers are spotty these days—you can find me and my deputies out at Ridgeline Airfield. We’ve set up our operation there.”


The way he mentioned it, casual-like but making sure to drop that they had multiple deputies, all armed I assumed, was a clear warning: don’t mess with us.


“We’ve got food, medicine, fuel,” he added, his fingers idly stroking Marriott’s shoulder. “Could arrange protection too, keep away any troublemakers. All depends on what Echelon might have that interests me.”


Salvador nodded respectfully. “We’ll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Appreciate the offer.”


“You do that,” Murphy said, giving Marriott’s breast another squeeze before heading back to the cruiser. “Enjoy your shopping trip, gentlemen.”


Marriott holstered her weapon and followed him, giving us one last look over her shoulder, embarrassed, not proud, just… there. Like being topless in the middle of town was the most normal thing in the world now.


We watched in silence as they drove away, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered once they were out of sight.


“Welcome to the new world order,” Miles said grimly. “Let’s finish up and get out of here.”


We hit a few more stores but came up empty on food. Found an equipment shop with some camping gear, which Salvador thought could be useful for hunting and fishing, so we grabbed what we could. By the time we’d loaded everything into the truck, it was around 11 AM.


“Still plenty of daylight,” Salvador said, checking his watch. “Let’s keep looking.”


We drove around for another couple hours, seeing only small groups here and there. Most scurried away when they spotted us. The public library was clearly barricaded: boards over the windows, makeshift barriers at the entrance, and I spotted at least two guys with rifles on the roof.


“Guess they decided books are worth protecting,” Miles muttered.


“Or it’s just a good defensible building,” Salvador replied.


By early afternoon, we hadn’t found much else worth taking. Miles sighed and turned to me.


“Alright, let’s head to the campus. See if we can find Harry. I used to work with him a few years back. Weird fellow but reliable.”


My heart rate picked up. Finally. We’d been dicking around town for hours while Olivia was God knows where.


The art campus was eerily quiet when we pulled up. A few male students were hanging around one of the buildings, each with a girl or two. When they saw our truck, they hustled inside, dragging their women with them.


“Security office should be in the admin building,” I said, pointing toward the center of campus.


We found it easily enough, and it was definitely fortified. Metal shutters pulled down over the windows, furniture piled against the glass doors, and a handwritten sign that read “KEEP OUT” in red paint.


Salvador knocked hard on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”


“Fuck off!” came a muffled voice from inside. “We told you students already, you’re on your own! We got our own problems!”


Miles stepped forward. “Harry? It’s Miles Reeves from Echelon security. We’re not here for trouble. Got a father looking for his daughter, student here. Just want to check your security footage if you’ve still got it.”


Silence for a moment, then: “Miles? That really you?”


“In the flesh, man. Open up.”


After some scraping sounds and cursing, the door cracked open. A beefy guy with a receding hairline and a scraggly beard peered out, shotgun in hand. When he saw Miles, he lowered the weapon.


“Jesus Christ, man. Thought you were those frat assholes again.” He pulled the door open wider. “Come on in, quick.”


The security office was a disaster: food wrappers everywhere, sleeping bags in the corners, and the unmistakable smell of unwashed bodies and sex. Five young women lounged around in various states of undress. One completely naked, sprawled on a desk. Another wearing just a t-shirt, no bottoms. The others in bras and panties or less. College girls, all of them. They watched us with wary eyes.


“Don’t mind the mess,” Harry said, slapping Miles on the back. “Me and the boys have been holding down the fort. Campus went to shit after the claiming.” He glanced at the women. “Though it ain’t all bad, right?”


He grinned at Miles. “How you been, man? You get yourself some nice pussy over at Echelon? Gotta be some hot scientist types there.”


Miles nodded, playing along. “Oh yeah, got quite the harem going. Smart ones are the freakiest, you know?”


I clenched my jaw but kept quiet. These assholes were my ticket to finding Olivia.


Harry finally turned his attention to me, looking me up and down. “So you’re the one looking for your daughter, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended. “Olivia Appleton. Art student, second year.”


Harry’s face softened a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. A lot of poor girls got claimed that first day. Total chaos.” He shook his head, seemingly oblivious to the irony of expressing sympathy while half-naked claimed students lounged around his office. “Come on, I’ll show you the security feeds.”


He led us down a short hallway to a cramped room with several monitors. The setup was surprisingly sophisticated for a campus this size.


“Shit… What day was Claim day?” Harry asked, plopping down in a chair.


“Thursday,” I grumbled.


Harry nodded and started typing, pulling up footage from multiple cameras. “I’ll fast-forward through it. Tell me if you see her.”


The screens filled with chaos: students running, men grabbing women, some fighting, others just standing frozen in shock. My stomach turned watching it, knowing Olivia had been caught in that mess. It took us a moment to spot the guy were looking for.


“There!” I shouted suddenly. “Stop, go back!”


Harry rewound the footage. On one of the screens, a man was entering the dormitory building. Mid-thirties, stocky build, with a receding hairline and a leather jacket. Definitely not a professor or staff member from the looks of it. Not the type. With him were three young women, following him with that same eager look I’d seen in Wendy’s eyes. Two of them I didn’t recognize, but the other…


“That’s Mary,” I said, my mouth going dry. “One of Olivia’s best friends.”


We watched as they disappeared into the building. Harry fast-forwarded, and about ten minutes later, the same man emerged, now with six women in tow. My heart stopped when I spotted her.


“That’s her,” I said, pointing at the screen. “That’s Olivia.” My little girl, following this stranger like he was the most important person in her world. Strolling along as if they were all heading to a nice picnic in the park. “Son of a bitch used Mary as bait to get to the others.”


“Smart move,” Harry muttered, then quickly added, “I mean, terrible, but smart,” when he saw my expression.


“Can you follow them?” Salvador asked.


Harry switched between camera feeds, tracking the group as they moved across campus. The man led his little harem to the parking lot, where they all piled into a beat-up Subaru station wagon, clearly not meant for seven people.


“Can you zoom in on the license plate?” I asked, heart pounding.


Harry tapped a few keys, and the image zoomed. I could barely make out the letters and numbers through the grainy video, but they were still readable. I scribbled the plate number on my palm with a pen Miles handed me.


“Thank you,” I said to Harry, surprising myself with how genuinely grateful I felt despite everything else about this situation. “This is the first real lead I’ve had.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Harry said as we watched the car pull out of the lot. “They drive out of camera range here. Can’t tell you where they went from the footage.”


“It’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Miles added, shaking his head. “But at least it’s something.”


I stared at the number written on my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had an hour ago. Somewhere out there was my daughter, and now I had something to go on. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 21: Looking for a Map


Gabriel


I bent Wendy over my desk, watching her brace herself against the polished wood with practiced ease. She’d already touched herself as instructed, her fingers glistening with evidence of her readiness. The sight should have filled me with desire alone, but instead, a toxic cocktail of emotions churned within me: arousal mingled with disgust, self-loathing tangled with grief.


“Spread your legs wider,” I commanded, my voice harsher than I intended. She complied immediately, adjusting her stance without comment or complaint. No playful retort, no arched eyebrow questioning my tone—just silent, efficient obedience. I unzipped my pants and positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips with unnecessary force.


As I thrust into her, I tried to lose myself in the physical sensation, the wet heat enveloping me, the familiar curves of her body, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. This wasn’t my Wendy. Not really. My Wendy would have reached back to touch my face, would have whispered my name, would have made some wry comment about christening my desk. This woman, this thing wearing my wife’s body, simply braced herself and accepted my intrusion with mechanical precision.


“Is this what you want?” I growled, driving into her harder, watching her body jolt forward with each thrust. “Is this pleasing Cedric enough for you?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but I couldn’t stop them.


“I guess?” She shrugged, her tone almost disinterested. “If it helps you, then it’s all that matters.” Here it was: the truth. No more bullshit between us.


I stared at the back of her head, at the familiar auburn waves tumbling down her back, and felt a fresh wave of hatred. Not for her, but for what had been done to her. For what had been done to all of them. She wasn’t human anymore, not in the ways that mattered. Humans made choices. Humans had agency. What occupied my wife’s body now was a concept, a fucked-up misogynistic ideal given flesh, a being whose entire existence revolved around pleasing one man. And it wasn’t even about Cedric specifically. It could have been anyone. The devotion she showed him, the devotion all claimed women showed to their owner, it was meaningless. Their entire existence was now meaningless. These women were just letting themselves fall into whatever life their owners had chosen for them. Like a ball dropped from the top of a building. A ball doesn’t choose the path it takes.


Her body responded to me, I could feel her getting wetter, could hear the slight catch in her breath when I changed angles, but her mind was elsewhere. Probably thinking about anything but the death of her autonomy, of our marriage. The thought made me thrust harder, punishing us both.


Suddenly, she turned her head, meeting my eyes over her shoulder. One eyebrow raised slightly, an expression so familiar it made my chest ache. For a moment, I could almost pretend she was back, that my Wendy had returned. But then I recognized the calculation in her gaze—she was assessing her performance, wondering if she was being of good use. It made me pause, buried deep inside her, as nausea churned in my gut.


I couldn’t bear it. “Don’t look at me,” I muttered, resuming my rhythm, staring at the curve of her spine instead of her eyes that weren’t quite right anymore.


The door to my office opened without warning. Alva stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes widening as she took in the scene before her. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” she said, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “I should have knocked.”


I stilled but didn’t pull away from Wendy, too far gone in my bitter arousal to feel proper shame. Wendy turned her head calmly, acknowledging Alva with a small nod, as if being caught bent over a desk was nothing unusual. The two women exchanged a look that sent a chill through me: casual, unshocked, a silent communication between two beings who shared a fundamental rewiring.


“Should I come back later?” Alva asked, adjusting her glasses with one hand. Then, with a helpful smile that retained all of her efficient, slightly stern personality: “Or would you like me to join you? I’m happy to help if you need me.” The offer was made with the same tone she might use to offer assistance with paperwork: professional, friendly, genuinely eager to be useful.


Wendy turned to look at me over her shoulder again, her expression neutral but open. She clearly had no objection either way, simply waiting for my decision.


For a moment, I was tempted. The thought of having both of them was undeniably arousing. But Wendy was my wife, even if she wasn’t truly present anymore. Alva was my… property, claimed out of desperate necessity. Neither of us chose to be in this situation, this... relationship. If I started indulging these impulses, treating her as the object The Source had turned her into, I didn’t trust myself not to lose whatever flimsy moral high ground I still clung to.


“No,” I said firmly, resuming my thrusts into Wendy. “Go back to work, Alva. Close the door.”


Alva nodded, unsurprised and unoffended. “Of course, Gabriel. Oh, and Ramona and Phoebe asked to see you when you have a moment.” She gave me a small smile before backing out and closing the door with a soft click.


Alone again with Wendy, I increased my pace, wanting to finish this twisted encounter. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, driving into her with a punishing rhythm. She responded physically—a slight arch of her back, a soft moan when I hit the right spot—but the sounds felt performative, disconnected from the woman I knew.


“You’re my cum dumpster now,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You know that?” I expected no answer, no reaction. I simply needed to say it aloud, to acknowledge the ugly reality. “That’s all I have left of you...”


When I finally came, spilling inside her with a groan that was equal parts pleasure and despair, I felt no real satisfaction. Just a momentary physical release followed by a crushing wave of self-loathing.


Wendy straightened up as soon as I pulled away, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on my desk. She wiped herself efficiently, her movements practical and unhurried. “Do you need anything else from me?” she asked, her voice carrying the same timbre it always had, but devoid of her usual wit and warmth.


I zipped up my pants and straightened my shirt, unable to look at her directly. “No. You can go back to our studio. I need to see what Ramona and Phoebe want. I’ll be working with them tonight, so don’t wait for me.”


I left my office feeling unsteady, like the floor beneath me had subtly shifted while I wasn’t looking. My encounter with Wendy had left me hollow, a carved-out space where something vital used to be. The corridors of Echelon seemed longer than usual as I made my way toward the MRI room where Ramona and Phoebe would be waiting.


I focused on my breathing, trying to steady myself. I couldn’t afford to spiral into despair, not when everyone was counting on me to help coordinate our efforts. Not when the world outside was collapsing into chaos while we scrambled for a solution that might not even exist. The weight of responsibility pressed down on me, making each step feel like wading through mud.


Lost in thought, I nearly collided with someone coming around the corner. I looked up to find Lenore, her asymmetrical blonde bob with its distinctive purple streak immediately recognizable.


“Gabriel!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine warmth. “I was just heading to get some supplies. How are you holding up?” Her gray-blue eyes searched my face with friendly concern, her expression animated and so quintessentially Lenore that for a moment I forgot what had happened to her.


“I’m managing,” I replied, the deflection automatic. I couldn’t bring myself to engage with her apparent normalcy when nothing about our situation was normal.


Her expression softened. “I heard about Wendy. I’m so sorry.” The sympathy in her voice was genuine, but I knew with sickening certainty that she wasn’t sorry for the right reasons. She wasn’t sorry that my wife had been transformed into someone else, that our marriage had been effectively destroyed. No, she was sorry that I hadn’t been the lucky one to claim Wendy, that someone else had gotten there first. The thought made bile rise in my throat.


“How are you doing?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, to find some evidence that the real Lenore was still in there somewhere.


Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, the work is absolutely fascinating! We’re making real progress with the transmission patterns. We’ve managed to isolate what seems to be the language structure of the signal and we’re breaking it down into conceptual units.” She gestured enthusiastically with her hands, a habit she’d always had when discussing her research. “The matrix created by the virus is essentially a translation mechanism. It takes these incredibly simple signals and converts them into complex neurological instructions. Like a decoder, but for your brain! The elegance of it is actually quite remarkable,” she gushed, her eyes gleaming with excitement before she caught herself. “From a purely scientific perspective, of course,” she added quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said quietly. “I meant how are you feeling? About all of this?”


“Oh.” She paused, her expression softening. “I’m fine, Gabriel, really. You don’t need to worry about me.” She touched my arm reassuringly, the gesture achingly normal. “I know this is all… complicated. But I’m still me. I’m still doing what I love: solving fascinating scientific puzzles.”


“And Elaine?” I asked, hoping the mention of her fiancée might trigger something, some recognition of the loss, some flicker of the deep love they had shared. “How is she doing?”


“Elaine’s doing brilliantly as team leader,” Lenore replied without hesitation. “You know how she is: methodical to a fault, organizing everything into these perfect systems. She’s so good at this!”


The fondness in her voice was real, but it wasn’t the passionate love of a fiancée. It was more like the appreciation one might have for a respected colleague.


“Do you two spend time together? Outside of work, I mean.” I pressed, searching for any sign that their connection remained.


Lenore’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of understanding crossing her face as she realized what I was fishing for. “We don’t have much opportunity for that,” she said gently. “We’re usually with our own groups after hours. Dr. Smith is quite protective of his research team. She smiled reassuringly. “But once we’ve solved this problem and everyone is free again, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”


Our own group... I didn’t think she had any qualms about referring to herself as a claimed woman, or Smith as her owner, master. She was avoiding using any of these terms out of consideration for me. The easy acceptance of their separation, the complete lack of distress at being kept from the woman she had planned to marry… It was all profoundly disturbing. Yet her demeanor was so natural, so Lenore-like, that I could almost convince myself nothing was wrong if I didn’t listen to her words.


“I should get going,” Lenore said, glancing at her tablet to check the time. “I’m supposed to pick up some equipment for Dr. Smith before joining the others at the cafeteria for lunch.”


“Of course,” I said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Don’t let me keep you.”


She gave me another bright smile and continued down the hallway, her steps light and purposeful. I watched her go, feeling a fresh wave of determination mixed with dread.


I knocked on the heavy door of the MRI room, waiting for the muffled “Come in” before pushing it open. As I closed the door behind me, sealing us in, Ramona and Phoebe moved from their huddle in the corner to their respective workstations.


“Gabriel,” Ramona acknowledged, her piercing blue eyes meeting mine briefly before returning to her tablet. Her silver-streaked bob was slightly disheveled, suggesting she’d been running her hands through it in frustration.


“We’ve got updates,” Phoebe added, perching on the edge of her chair, her energy seemingly undiminished despite the fatigue evident in her face.


“I ran into Lenore in the hallway,” I said, setting my tablet on the central table and ignoring the usual stench of the room. “She mentioned her team is making good progress on decoding the signal structure.”


Phoebe nodded, a brief flash of excitement crossing her face. “That’s the good news. Team Two has managed to break the signal down into conceptual units. Essentially, they’re figuring out the ‘language’ The Source is using to communicate with the neural matrix.”


“And the bad news?” I asked, recognizing the setup.


Ramona sighed, setting down her tablet. “We’re going to hit a wall soon if we can’t observe how a woman’s brain actually reacts to the programming—specifically, how it translates into neural impulses. We need to see the process in action.”


“Can’t we just scan one of the claimed women?” I asked, leaning against the table. “Put her in an MRI while her… owner… gives her commands? That should trigger the programming, shouldn’t it?”


“We tried that,” Phoebe said, frustration evident in her voice. “Duncan got the old MRI upstairs operational again, and we ran scans on Dr. Thorne while Duncan gave her various commands. We can see unusual activity patterns, but they’re too subtle, too integrated with normal brain function to isolate effectively.” She pulled up a series of brain scans on the main display. “See these areas? There’s definitely something happening, but it’s not distinct enough to map to specific elements of the programming.”


Ramona stepped forward, her movements precise despite her exhaustion. “What we need is to observe the claiming process itself. This event is likely to produce a much more intense neural response, something we could clearly map against the transmission pattern. That would help us identify which parts of the signal drive the claiming process specifically.”


I stared at her, processing what she was suggesting. “Are you saying we need to find an unclaimed woman and… claim her? While scanning her brain?” The words felt dirty in my mouth.


“That would be ideal,” Ramona confirmed, her clinical tone at odds with the horror of what she was proposing. “Unless one of us is willing to subject herself to the programming and then be claimed while in the MRI.”


“We’re not planning on doing that,” she added quickly, seeing my expression. “Not yet, anyway. The risk is too great. We need to stay in control of our teams. Real control...” She glanced at Phoebe, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


“It might come to that eventually,” Phoebe murmured, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “If we can’t find another solution.” The thought clearly disturbed her, her fingers fidgeting with a pen, clicking it repeatedly.


“Where exactly am I supposed to find an unclaimed woman?” I asked, running a hand through my hair. “If there are any left, they’re in deep hiding by now. And for good reason.”


“We understand it’s complicated,” Ramona said, her tone softening slightly. “For now, we can continue with our current approach. But having this data would significantly accelerate our progress.”


“We just need you to keep an eye open for an opportunity,” she continued, and I noticed Phoebe flinch at the word “opportunity,” her discomfort with discussing the potential enslavement of another woman evident in her expression.


I looked between them, taking in their exhausted faces, the desperation in their eyes. We were all making compromises we never thought we’d make, crossing lines we never thought we’d cross. And for what? A chance, just a chance, that we might find a way to free the women who had already been claimed.


“I’ll keep an eye open,” I said reluctantly, the words tasting bitter.
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 22: Owner’s Honor


Wendy


I stood at the peephole of our apartment door, one eye pressed against the small glass circle, watching the empty corridor with unwavering attention. My back ached from maintaining this position for—I glanced at my phone—nearly three hours now, but the discomfort barely registered. There was something oddly peaceful about this single-minded focus, this clear purpose that required nothing but patience and vigilance.


Gabriel wasn’t here. He was back with his team for the rest of the day, which meant I didn’t need to split my attention between caring for him and watching for Cedric. The simplicity was refreshing. When I tried to serve both men, everything became confusing, contradictory. This direct devotion to Cedric felt clean, uncomplicated. Right.


The corridor remained empty except for Dr. Mendez hurrying past with an armful of files, likely heading back to her team. I shifted my weight, stretching my legs without moving my eye from the peephole. Cedric had left this morning with Salvador and Miles to search for information about Olivia. The thought of his daughter in the hands of some unknown man made my stomach clench with worry. Not for her sake, but for Cedric’s.


Movement at the far end of the corridor snapped me to attention. My owner’s familiar figure appeared, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion, his pace slow. I pulled back from the peephole and opened the door, careful to keep my expression neutral despite the rush of joy I felt at seeing him.


“Hey,” I said casually, leaning against the doorframe rather than rushing to embrace him as every fiber of my being wanted to do. I’d learned quickly that my devotion made him uncomfortable. “Any news about Olivia?”


Cedric tensed slightly at the sight of me but didn’t turn away. His eyes were bloodshot, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual. “Got the fucker’s license plate,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Harry showed us the security footage. This guy used Mary, Olivia’s best friend, as bait. He left with six women...”


My heart ached for him. “That’s good progress, though, right? The plate should help track him down.”


“Salvador tried his usual websites to run the plate, but they’re all down.” Cedric ran a hand over his face. “I may have another option but I don’t like it.”


I followed him, maintaining a respectful distance as we walked to his apartment. The bed was unmade, clothes scattered across the floor, evidence of a man too preoccupied to care about tidiness.


“We’re going to find her,” I said as he slumped onto the edge of his bed. “If we can save the world, we can save Olivia. Piece of cake.”


Cedric looked up at me, a flicker of gratitude in his eyes. “Thanks, Wendy.” His voice softened slightly. “I appreciate the optimism.”


I smiled, careful not to let my happiness at his approval show too plainly. “That’s what friends are for,” I said, deliberately using the word “friends”.


He nodded, then sighed heavily. “But even if we find her… what then? She’s already claimed. What are we supposed to do? Keep her locked up, tied to a bed until they find a way to free her? What if that takes months?” His voice cracked. “What if they never find a way?”


I sat beside him on the bed, leaving enough space between us to keep him at ease. “It would still be better than leaving her with someone who might hurt her,” I said firmly. “At least here, we could keep her safe until a solution is found.”


The concept of “freeing” claimed women still sent that uncomfortable ripple through me again, but I kept these thoughts to myself.


Cedric leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of his body. “We ran into Sheriff Murphy while we were in town. From what we could tell, he’s pretty much taken over Chantwell. Got his deputy, Alexandra something, parading around topless beside him like some kind of trophy.”


“That’s horrible,” I said automatically, though I felt no genuine shock at the revelation. It seemed perfectly natural that a claimed woman would dress however her owner preferred. Still, I recognized that the old me would have been outraged, so I manufactured the appropriate response.


“Yeah,” Cedric sighed, rubbing his temples. “Thing is, he might be able to help track down that plate number. But he’ll want something in exchange, and I doubt it’ll be cheap.” He stood up and paced the small room. “Salvador and Miles are meeting with Edward right now. They’ll report to Gabriel and the others after. I’m waiting for their approval before approaching Murphy, see if Echelon can spare something he’d value.” His jaw tightened. “If they refuse, which I’d understand, I’ll go see him myself, try to make some kind of deal.”


“I could come with you,” I offered immediately, seeing an opportunity to be useful. When he frowned, I quickly added, “I’m safe. I can’t be claimed again. I could help negotiate.”


“That’s not the point, Wendy.” His voice was sharp with concern. “It’s chaos out there. The town’s practically a ghost town with armed factions staking out territory. You can’t be claimed again, but you could get shot or worse.” He shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not risking that.”


I nodded, accepting his decision despite the frustration bubbling inside me. Why wouldn’t he let me help him? Why did he keep pushing me away when I could make things so much easier for him? I could see it in his eyes sometimes: the love he tried to hide, the desire he suppressed. Things would be so much simpler if he just accepted what we now were to each other.


I shifted my position slightly, uncrossing my legs and straightening my back in a subtle movement that accentuated my curves without being obvious about it. He was standing in the way of his own happiness, but all I could do was gently nudge him in the right direction.


“How are you doing, anyway?” Cedric asked, clearly changing the subject. “With… everything.”


“It’s been difficult with Gabriel,” I admitted, feeling a flush of shame that I hadn’t been able to be the wife Cedric wanted me to be. “He knows me too well. He could tell my heart wasn’t in it, and he told me to drop the act.”


Cedric’s expression shifted, frustration mingling with something that looked almost like horror. “Do you really feel nothing for him anymore? He’s your husband, Wendy.”


“I do feel something,” I said quickly. “Of course I do. But all I can think about is what you want from me, and that’s what feels right.” Seeing his frustration deepen, I hurried on. “I’m still there for him, just… not as his old wife. He doesn’t want me to pretend, and honestly, I can’t be that person anymore. But I’m taking care of him, fetching things for him, letting him use me for sex, doing whatever relaxes him.”


Cedric stared at me, his brow furrowed. “Wait, back up. You just said he told you to drop the act. He’s still having sex with you? Even knowing you’re not… into it?”


I shrugged, not understanding his concern. “I don’t mind, honestly. It’s just sexual relief, and he wants it. He doesn’t see me as his wife anymore, but he seems content to use me as a—” I hesitated, then used Gabriel’s own words, “—as a fucktoy, as he’s called me a few times. He just uses me when he’s sexually frustrated. Tells me to shut up and be available.” I smiled reassuringly. “He probably needs the outlet with everything he’s going through.”


Cedric’s face had gone pale, his expression one of undisguised horror.
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 23: Peer Pressure


04/08/2025 — Gabriel


I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, fighting to stay awake pulling another all-nighter with Ramona and Phoebe, picking at my bland lunch while my claimed women chatted around me. The space felt cavernous now. Designed to accommodate hundreds of Echelon employees during peak hours, the large room with its industrial lighting and long tables now held barely twenty people. The sound of our voices echoed slightly against the high ceiling, emphasizing how empty the place had become.


“The viral protein coat shows remarkable adaptation capabilities,” Dr. Nia Fenwick was saying, her usual shyness diminished when discussing her work. “It’s almost as if it was designed to evolve rapidly in response to the host’s immune system.”


“I’m not surprised. It has to stay long enough to inject its payload, and the changes can take a while,” Imani replied, though I noticed how her eyes kept darting to me, checking if I was interested in their conversation, if I needed anything.


The food was uninspiring: canned vegetables, some kind of reconstituted protein that might have been chicken in a previous life, and instant mashed potatoes. Duncan’s women were on kitchen duty today, and I could see him hovering near the serving line, looking uncomfortable with his supervisory role. We’d established a rotation for essential services, and food preparation was high on the list. The dwindling fresh supplies meant we were increasingly relying on the emergency stores—practical but hardly appetizing.


The cafeteria doors swung open, and I nearly choked on my food.


Wendy walked in alone, but it wasn’t her solitary entrance that shocked me, it was her appearance. My wife, who had always dressed with tasteful elegance, now looked like she’d raided the wardrobe department of an adult film set. She wore a tight, low-cut top that pushed her breasts up and together, creating a cleavage you could lose a pen in. Her skirt, if you could call it that, barely covered the essentials, revealing long legs enhanced by impractically high heels. Her makeup was heavier than I’d ever seen her wear, with dark smoky eyes and bright red lips.


A table of male scientists, three of the ones who’d stayed to help, visibly perked up at her entrance. One of them, Dr. Michaels from the physics department, actually stopped mid-sentence, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth as he stared.


Wendy noticed their attention and seemed to revel in it. She smiled, giving them a little wave as she sauntered past their table. “Afternoon, gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying across the cafeteria. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”


Dr. Von, the youngest of the group, turned bright red but couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. “Y-yes, very beautiful,” he stammered, clearly not talking about the weather.


Wendy laughed, a genuine, musical laugh I hadn’t heard in days, before making her way to our table. She slid onto the bench beside me, meeting my stunned expression with a challenging gleam in her eyes.


“What the hell is this?” I hissed, keeping my voice low despite my anger. “Why are you dressed like that?”


Wendy shrugged, helping herself to a spoonful of mashed potatoes from my tray. “I thought the poor guys might be bored,” she said lightly. “Not everyone has a harem to keep them entertained. A little eye candy might brighten their day.”


I felt heat rising in my face. “Did Cedric put you up to this? Did he command you to parade around like some kind of—”


“Some kind of what, Gabriel?” Her voice remained casual, but there was an edge to it now. “Some kind of slut? Some kind of whore? Some kind of fucktoy?” She emphasized the last word, throwing my treatment of her back in my face.


“He has no right—”


“Cedric has every right to make me act any way he wants,” Wendy cut me off, her voice suddenly harder. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly. “But unlike some people, he’s respectful of me. He values me as a person, not just a body.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, though I knew exactly what she meant.


Dr. Imani Ral, sitting across from us, leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s fair,” she said to Wendy, her loyalty to me overriding her usual tact. “Gabriel has been under enormous pressure, and he—”


“Shut up, Imani,” I snapped, immediately regretting my tone but too angry to apologize.


Imani fell silent instantly, her expression hurt but compliant. She looked down at her plate, clearly unhappy with how Wendy was speaking to me but unwilling to disobey my command.


Wendy’s eyes narrowed as she watched this interaction. “And that right there is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, her voice low and cutting. “I told Cedric about how you’ve been treating me, Gabriel. How you’ve been using me like a ‘cum dumpster.’ Your words, not mine.”


I felt the blood drain from my face as my own claimed women studiously avoided looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by their food.


“Cedric was disgusted,” Wendy continued. “He said that’s not how a man treats a woman, claimed or not. So he’s made a decision.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m off-limits to you until you learn to show me some respect. You don’t get to touch me. Not until you remember that I’m still a person.”


“Is that what this is about?” I asked, my voice rising. “Cedric’s finally decided to keep you for himself? To stop sharing his toy?”


Wendy snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, Gabriel. Cedric has been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t touched me once since claiming me.” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine. “Unlike you, he actually respects me. He sees me as a person, not just a hole to fill whenever he’s feeling frustrated.”


Something inside me snapped. I slammed my palm against the table, the sound echoing through the cafeteria. Every head turned toward us.


“That’s bullshit!” I shouted, beyond caring who heard. “You admitted to me yourself that you didn’t care how I used you! You said Cedric wanted you to be there for me. You didn’t seem to mind it when I was fucking you.” I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a venomous hiss. “If Cedric told you to get naked right now and let every man in this room take turns with you, you’d do it with a smile on your face. So don’t pretend this is about your feelings. I wasn’t hurting you, and you didn’t mind it at all.”


The cafeteria had gone completely silent. My claimed women stared at their plates, mortified. From the corner of my eye, I could see Duncan frozen near the serving line, a ladle suspended in mid-air.


Wendy shrugged, maddeningly calm in the face of my outburst. “You’re right,” she said simply. “I would do whatever Cedric told me to do, and I wouldn’t mind it. But he finds your behavior disrespectful, and that’s what matters to me.” She tilted her head, her expression almost pitying. “If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with him. But until then, you don’t get to touch me.”


She stood up, smoothing her obscenely short skirt. “If you need someone to take care of your small dick,” she added, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’m sure one of your girls will be happy to oblige until you learn to show your wife some respect.”


The casual cruelty of her words left me reeling. Was there anything left of my Wendy in this woman? The Wendy I knew would never have spoken to me like this, never have humiliated me publicly, never have taken such obvious pleasure in my pain.


“Was dressing like a slut Cedric’s idea of respect too?” I spat.


“Actually, that was my idea,” she replied with a smirk. “Cedric came back with a van full of clothes.” She ran her hands down her sides, emphasizing her curves. “Thought I’d put them to good use.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. This had Cedric written all over it. Another way to twist the knife.


As she turned to leave, something broke inside me. “You’re not my wife,” I said, the words torn from somewhere deep and wounded. “You’re not the woman I married. Wendy is dead. You’re just some… creature walking around in her body.”


She paused, looking back at me over her shoulder. “If I’m not your wife,” she said softly, “then you’re not my husband.” She took her ring off and tossed it at me. The tiny circle of metal bounced off my chest and fell onto the table, rolling to a stop next to my tray. “You can give it back to me when you start acting like a husband again.”


With that, she walked away, putting an extra sway in her hips as she passed the table of male scientists again. Dr. Von nearly fell off his chair trying to get a better view.


I sat there, shaking with rage and humiliation, as the whispered conversations slowly resumed around me. My claimed women remained silent, not daring to speak after witnessing my outburst.


I  stormed across the cafeteria, my vision tunneling until all I could see was Dr. Von’s stupid face, his eyes still fixed on Wendy’s retreating form. Something primal had taken over, drowning out the rational part of my brain that knew this was a terrible idea.


My fist connected with his jaw before he even registered I was there. The impact sent a shock of pain up my arm, but the satisfaction of watching him topple backward off his chair was worth it.


“You think that’s funny?” I shouted as he scrambled backward on the floor, blood trickling from his split lip. “You think it’s okay to stare at my wife like that?”


I lunged for him again, but strong arms wrapped around me from behind, yanking me backward.


“Gabriel! That’s enough!” Duncan’s voice bellowed in my ear as he struggled to hold me back. Two of his claimed women, Dr. Kephart and Dr. Callen, rushed forward to help, grabbing my arms while Duncan maintained his bear hug around my torso.


“Let me go!” I snarled, thrashing against their restraint. “Did you see how he was looking at her?”


My own women surged forward in my defense. Imani grabbed Dr. Kephart’s arm, trying to pry her fingers loose. “Get your hands off him!” she demanded. Dr. Abbott confronted Duncan directly, her normally calm demeanor replaced with fierce protectiveness.


“Stop this! All of you!” Duncan shouted over the chaos. “Gabriel, listen to me! Everyone in this room, even that idiot, is working to fix this. We’re trying to get Wendy back to normal. We’re on the same side!”


His words penetrated the red haze of my anger. I stopped struggling, my breath coming in ragged gasps.


“That’s it,” Duncan continued, his voice lowering. “Think about what matters here. This isn’t helping anyone.”


I nodded stiffly, and Duncan cautiously released his grip. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I’m good now.”


“Stand down,” I told my women, who immediately backed away from Duncan and his team, though Imani still glared at Dr. Kephart.


Dr. Von was on his feet now, holding a napkin to his bleeding lip, his colleagues flanking him protectively. “I’m sorry,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


“Just… stay away from her,” I said, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had erupted. I turned to my women. “Finish your meal and report to Dr. Quinn. I need some air.”


I grabbed Wendy’s ring and stalked out of the cafeteria, aware of the stares following me but beyond caring. The fluorescent lights of the corridor seemed too bright, the air too thin. I heard footsteps hurrying behind me.


“Gabriel, wait,” Alva called, catching up to me. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all?” Her voice was gentle, concerned, but with that practical edge that was so essentially Alva.


I stopped abruptly in the middle of the corridor and turned to face her. Something shifted inside me as I looked at her—her flushed cheeks, her slightly disheveled hair from rushing after me, the genuine concern in her eyes. Without a word, I stepped forward, backing her against the wall. Her eyes widened in surprise, but before she could speak, I pressed my mouth to hers.


For a split second, she froze, clearly caught off guard. Then, as understanding dawned, she melted against me, her lips parting eagerly beneath mine. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, then slid into my hair, pulling me closer. There was nothing tentative about her response. Once she understood what I wanted, she gave herself over to it completely. I wasn’t an afterthought to her. I wasn’t just a task on her to-do list. I was all that mattered.


I kissed her roughly, one hand braced against the wall beside her head, the other gripping her hip, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her skirt. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching toward mine. I didn’t care if anyone walked by. I didn’t care about anything except the heat building inside me, the desperate need to lose myself in something, someone who wasn’t Wendy.


Alva’s hand slid between us, fumbling with my belt, then my zipper. “Let me take care of you,” she whispered against my lips, her voice husky with determination. She sank to her knees in front of me, her movements fluid and purposeful. My cock sprang free, already hard and aching, and without hesitation, she took me in her mouth.


The wet heat of her tongue sliding along my shaft sent a jolt of pleasure through me. She worked me with surprising skill, one hand wrapped around the base of my cock, the other gripping my thigh for balance. Her lips stretched around my girth as she took me deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head before she plunged down again. The obscene, wet sounds of her mouth filled the empty corridor as she bobbed her head faster, her cheeks hollowing with the force of her suction.


I tangled my fingers in her neat bob, messing it up completely as I guided her movements, thrusting into her mouth with increasing urgency. She didn’t gag or pull away, just adjusted her angle to take me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as I hit the back of her throat. The sight of her, always so composed and professional, on her knees, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes looking up at me with that claimed devotion, pushed me over the edge.


“I’m going to—” I didn’t even finish the warning before I was cumming, pulsing hot and thick down her throat. Alva didn’t flinch, swallowing every drop, her throat working as she took it all. When I finally finished, she pulled back slowly, giving the head of my cock one final, gentle suck before releasing me with a soft pop.


Reality crashed back in as the pleasure subsided. What the hell had I just done? I hastily tucked myself back into my pants, unable to look at Alva as she rose to her feet, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


“Gabriel?” she said uncertainly, reaching for me.


I stepped back, shame washing over me in a nauseating wave. Without a word, I turned and walked away, my footsteps quickening until I was nearly running down the corridor, leaving Alva standing alone, confused and disheveled, her lips still swollen from what I’d just done to her.
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 24: Crossfire


Edward


I sat behind my desk in what had become my command center: a converted conference room on the first floor of Echelon’s east wing. Strategic position, two exits, reinforced door, and windows that gave me a clear view of the main approach to the building. I’d set up monitors showing feeds from our remaining security cameras, a weapons locker in the corner, and a cot where I caught a few hours of sleep when I could. Maps of Chantwell and the surrounding area covered one wall, marked with notes about which areas were controlled by which groups, which roads were still passable.


Cedric Appleton sat across from me, looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Can’t blame him. If it was my kid out there…


“So that’s it?” he asked, his voice tight. “They just said no?”


I leaned back in my chair, the springs creaking under my weight. “Quinn doesn’t want to risk it. Says we can’t afford to add another unstable element to an already fucked situation.” I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Not her exact words, obviously, but she won’t even consider letting go of anything valuable from Echelon. Says we need everything we’ve got.”


“Gabriel and Phoebe tried to back you up?”


“Yeah, they argued your case pretty hard. Ritter especially.” I didn’t mention that Ritter had nearly come to blows with Dr. Smith over it. Guy’s been on edge since Wendy got claimed. “But Smith and Duncan sided with Quinn. Said the risk was too high.”


“And you?” Appleton’s eyes bore into mine.


“Had to side with Quinn on this one,” I admitted. “I’ve dealt with guys like Murphy before. Give ’em an inch, they take a mile. He’s dangerous, unpredictable. We start dealing with him, no telling where it ends.” I spread my hands. “Majority ruled against it. I’m sorry, man.”


Appleton nodded slowly. “I get it. But Murphy already knows about Echelon. He could show up here anyway.”


“If he does, we’ll deal with him,” I said firmly. “But for now, we’d rather not attract his attention if we can help it.”


Appleton was quiet for a moment, staring at his hands. “Then I’ll go see him on my own.”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward. “We can’t stop you. You’re not a prisoner here. But I don’t like the idea of you talking to Murphy at all. He knows you’re with Echelon. You show up asking favors, it puts us on his radar even more.”


Appleton didn’t answer right away. I could see him weighing the risks, turning them over in his mind. Finally, he looked up. “I’ll take my car, drive around town and the surrounding areas first. See if I can spot the vehicle myself.” His jaw tightened. “If that doesn’t work, I’m going to Murphy. I have to.”


I nodded, understanding completely. If it was my kid out there… hell, I’d do the same. “Thanks for at least trying another way first,” I said. “Still don’t like the idea of you going to Murphy if you fail, but I get it. Nobody here’s gonna stop you.”


“Appreciate that,” Appleton said, standing up. “I’ll head out tomorrow, see what I can find.”


I heard the commotion outside my door before it flew open, Gabriel Ritter’s voice cutting through the metal like a blowtorch, sharp and hot with anger.


“I know he’s in there! Smith told me he was meeting with Edward about this morning’s meeting. Get out of my way!”


Warda’s measured response came next, firm but controlled like always. “Sir, I need you to calm down. Edward is in a private—”


The door banged open, and Ritter stormed in, face flushed red with fury. Warda was right behind him, her hand already moving to the sidearm at her hip. I caught her eye and gave a small shake of my head. Jesus the claiming had really made her trigger-happy.


“Stand down, Warda,” I said, keeping my voice level. She hesitated, then stepped back, positioning herself by the door, ready to intervene but giving them space.


Appleton was already on his feet, shoulders squared, hands loose at his sides—the stance of a man ready to defend himself if needed. His jaw was clenched tight, eyes locked on Ritter.


“What the hell did you do to my wife?” Ritter spat, keeping a cautious distance from Appleton despite his rage. “Making her dress like some cheap hooker, parading around the cafeteria, flirting with every man in sight. Is this your idea of a joke? You claim my wife and then turn her into your personal puppet to humiliate me?”


I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking between the two men. This was getting ugly fast. I hadn’t pegged Appleton as the type to pull this kind of shit. Guy seemed decent enough. But then again, these claimed women were turning even the best men into something else. Still, it didn’t fit what I knew of him.


“You want to talk about treating women like shit?” Appleton shot back, his voice controlled but hard as steel. “You’ve been using your wife like a piece of meat. Taking advantage of her condition. You think I wouldn’t find out how you’ve been treating her? Turning her into your own personal fucktoy? Telling her to shut up and spread her legs whenever you feel like getting off?” He shook his head in disgust. “Someone needed to give you a wake-up call.”


Ritter, exploded, taking a step forward before catching himself. “So your solution is to make my wife dress like a slut and flirt with every man at Echelon? That’s your idea of defending her dignity? If you have a problem with how I treat my wife, take it up with me. Don’t use her as your messenger! Or better yet, mind your own fucking business. She’s MY wife!”


“For as long as Wendy is claimed by me, her mind altered, she’s my responsibility,” Appleton said, his voice dropping dangerously low. “Especially since her own husband isn’t protecting her, he’s exploiting her.” He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “I didn’t tell her to flirt with anyone. I told her to make it clear she wasn’t going to let you treat her like shit anymore. The rest... I had no fucking idea she would do that...” he paused, looking genuinely upset.


Ritter let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, that’s rich! So you’re telling me you only ordered my wife not to let me touch her, but flirting with other men and dressing like a slut was her own creative addition? You let her roll with it? Well, that makes everything better!”


I caught Warda’s eye across the room, and we shared a look, half amused, half concerned. She was clearly enjoying the drama more than I was. I had bigger problems than this soap opera bullshit, but I couldn’t deny it was entertaining in a fucked-up way. At least I could see where Appleton was coming from. He wasn’t the bad guy here, just a dumbass with his heart in the right place, though I didn’t approve of his methods. On the other hand, I was pretty surprised by Ritter’s behavior. The way he was apparently treating his wife was not a good look on him.


Appleton stepped forward, his voice dropping. “Wake up, Gabriel. I didn’t have a choice but to claim her. It was that or let those men in the alley take her. I’ve made sure she stayed with you in whatever way she could until we find a way to free her.” His expression hardened. “But if you truly believe she’s not your wife anymore, that she doesn’t share your love, then the decent thing to do is step back, not turn her into some sex doll you use and discard whenever you want.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Would the real Wendy want that? Would she want you to use her body while treating her like she’s nothing?”


Ritter flinched like he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, then closed, anger still evident but unable to form a coherent argument. Finally, he raised a finger, jabbing it in Appleton’s direction. “Fuck you!”


“I can’t fucking believe this,” he snarled. “This morning I was in there arguing to put Echelon at risk to help you find your daughter, and all the while, Wendy was getting ready to fuck with my head on your orders.” He backed toward the door. “You two deserve each other.”


The door slammed behind Ritter, leaving a heavy silence in its wake. Appleton stood there for a moment, shoulders tight, breathing hard through his nose like he was trying to calm himself down. I didn’t say anything, just watched him. Sometimes silence gets people talking better than questions.


“I’m sorry about that,” Appleton finally said, slumping back into his chair. The fight had gone out of him, replaced by something that looked a lot like shame. “I didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. I just couldn’t stand how he was treating her, like she was just some—”


I held up my hand, cutting him off. “Not my problem, Appleton. But you might want to try keeping things under control. Last thing we need right now is this kind of conflict between you two. Everyone should be focused on helping the scientists find a cure for this mind control bullshit.”


“What are you saying?” Appleton’s eyes narrowed. “That I should just let Wendy play the little fucktoy so Gabriel can be happy and focused?”


“Look,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my desk. “I’m not saying it’s right. It’s fucked up, all of it. But it’s gonna be a hell of a lot harder to free Wendy if Ritter loses his shit completely.” I shrugged. “All I’m saying is, maybe avoid deliberately pissing him off. Surely there’s a better way to protect her without humiliating the guy in front of everyone.”


Applenton rubbed his face with both hands. “Yeah, it wasn’t a good idea. I didn’t think it through.”


“So the clothes, the flirting, doing it in the cafeteria, that was all Wendy’s idea?” I asked, just to be clear.


“Yes,” Appleton nodded. “I told her she didn’t have to let Gabriel treat her like that anymore, that I didn’t want her to let him touch her until he came to his senses and… I guess she took it from there?” He looked genuinely surprised by how far she’d gone. “What the hell went through her head?”


I glanced over at Warda, who was still standing by the door. She met my eyes with a knowing look. She understood exactly what I was thinking.


“These claimed women,” I said slowly, turning back to Cedric, “they’re not as innocent as they seem. They’ve got a strange idea of what pleasing their owner means.” I gestured toward Warda. “Be careful. Wendy’s desire to please you probably doesn’t take into account any external factors, not Ritter, not the work we’re doing here, nothing. You need to keep her under control, not let her get inside your head.”


I tapped my fingers on the desk, trying to find the right words. “It’s like those experiments with rats. They could press a button to stimulate the pleasure centers in their brains, and they’d keep pressing it until they died—wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep, just press that button. It’s a feedback loop. These women want to please, and it pleases them to please. Doesn’t matter the consequences, they’ll press that button again and again if you let them. They’ll get in your head to twist what you want so it’s easier to please you. Wendy probably has her own hidden agenda, her own interpretation of what you really want, even if you don’t realize it yourself.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Or an idea of what you could want, if she pushed you in the right direction…”


“Seems like you’re now the expert,” Cedric said, a flicker of bitterness in his voice.


I shrugged. “I’ve been watching them, these women. I’ve had to keep Elaine at bay. The woman kept trying to seduce me, even though I told her to back off.” I shook my head, remembering her persistence. “When she figured out that Warda and I are… together, she offered to join in, to make it ‘more enjoyable’ for me. She twisted it every way she could, tried every angle she could think of to get me to use her. And she’s smart. Only when she realized she couldn’t get to me, she finally gave up and moved on to serving me in other ways.” I sighed. “Girl would wage war to all of Echelon if she thought it could make me smile, even if I didn’t want to admit it could. A single hint is all she’d need.”


“Sounds familiar...” Appleton admitted. He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Don’t let Wendy push your buttons,” I advised, glancing again at Warda. She had her poker face on, but I knew she was listening closely. Thank God for me, I was easy to please. These women seemed to feed off internal conflict.


Appleton stared at me for a long moment, clearly turning this over in his mind. Finally, he stood up. “I should go. Got a lot to think about before tomorrow.”


As he headed for the door, I could see the weight of it all on his shoulders: his missing daughter, the responsibility of having claimed Wendy, the mess with Ritter. The guy was carrying too much, and sooner or later, If he wasn’t careful, something was going to break.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 24 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 24 of 67 →

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

        
            
                
            
        

    
The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 31 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 25: Knock on the Door


04/10/2025 — Gabriel


I pushed my food around my plate, appetite nonexistent despite having skipped breakfast. Across from me, Wendy ate with casual indifference, seemingly unbothered by the tension that hung between us like a storm cloud. The cafeteria was relatively empty: just us, a few researchers from Dr. Smith’s team at a far table, and my claimed women working in the kitchen. It was my group’s turn to handle meal preparation, but I couldn’t bring myself to supervise them. My thoughts were too scattered, too dark.


I caught Imani watching us from behind the serving counter, her expression guarded as she observed Wendy. Dr. Abbott stood beside her, whispering something that made Imani nod in agreement. They didn’t trust Wendy. How could they? After what happened last time we were here—the humiliation, the barely veiled threats. The way she’d paraded herself in front of everyone, making it clear that Cedric controlled her completely. The memory still burned.


Today was different, at least on the surface. Wendy wore her usual clothes: jeans and a simple blouse, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wasn’t teasing or threatening, just eating her lunch quietly. Before Cedric had left yesterday to search for Olivia, he’d apparently instructed her to stop antagonizing me. A small mercy, I supposed, though it changed nothing fundamental about our situation.


“Everyone’s staring at us,” Wendy commented, taking a sip of water. “You’d think they’d never seen a married couple having lunch before.”


“How strange,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It’s as if my wife had made a scene in front of them two days ago. Why do you think I told you to eat with me today? I’m trying to get everyone to calm down. To see that it was just a... miscommunication.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it?”


We both knew it was a lie. Nothing had been resolved. Cedric still owned her, body and mind. He’d just temporarily adjusted her parameters, like tweaking the settings on a machine.


I pulled her wedding ring out of my pocket and reached across the table, aiming for her hand. Wendy immediately pulled her hand away, not unkindly but firmly.


“Cedric still doesn’t want you to touch me,” she reminded me, her voice gentle but matter-of-fact. “You’ll have to wait until you free me for things to go back to normal between us.”


The way she said “free me”, with that subtle note of distaste, that barely perceptible flinch, told me everything I needed to know. I slid the ring back into my pocket, my jaw clenched tight.


“Right,” I muttered, returning to my untouched food. What was the point of arguing?


Heavy footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see Rodriguez, his expression grim.


“Ritter,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Sheriff Murphy is at the front entrance with some of his men. Barrett sent me to get you.”


A chill ran through me. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. “Did Cedric go to him?” I asked, pushing back from the table. Cedric had promised to spend a few days searching for Olivia on his own before approaching Murphy. Had he broken that promise?


Salvador shook his head. “Appleton’s still out looking as far as we know. Murphy showed up on his own.”


“Shit,” I muttered, standing up. “Wendy, stay here.”


She nodded, unconcerned. “Be careful.”


I turned to my claimed women, who were watching the exchange with varying levels of interest and alarm. “Finish serving lunch and then go back to work.”


I followed Salvador through the corridors to the atrium, my mind racing. If Murphy was here uninvited, it couldn’t be good. Had someone from town complained about us again? Was he here to make demands? To threaten us?


When we reached the atrium, I saw Edward and Warda standing just inside the glass doors, their postures tense. Outside, Sheriff Murphy stood with two deputies, all in uniform with hands resting casually on their holstered weapons. What caught me off guard was the woman standing slightly behind Murphy: young, maybe mid-twenties, blond with short hair, completely topless. She stood at attention, her expression stern, seemingly unbothered by her exposure in the cool Spring air.


I stepped forward, joining Edward at the glass doors. “What does he want?” I asked under my breath.


Edward kept his eyes fixed on the sheriff. “Says he wants to ‘say hi, like a good neighbor.’ I don’t buy it for a second.”


I moved closer to the doors so Murphy could hear me clearly through the glass.


“You the one in charge here?” Murphy called out, his voice muffled.


“I am,” I replied. It was better not to mention that the actual leaders of our operation were two unclaimed women secured in an MRI room. “Gabriel Ritter, Operations Director.”


Murphy’s face split into a wide grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well now, that’s a mighty nice place you got here, Mr. Ritter. Heard you’ve got quite a collection of women too. Impressive.” He adjusted his belt, thumbs hooking into the loops. “Met a few of your people in town and thought I’d drop by to properly introduce myself. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”


He gestured broadly at the building behind me. “Just want to make sure everyone understands there’s still order in Chantwell and the surrounding areas. Me and my men—and women—” he added with a chuckle, glancing back at the topless deputy, “we’re here to keep everyone safe. Long as you play along, of course.”


I nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant. “We appreciate your… concern for our safety, Sheriff.”


Miles appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Barrett, Ritter,” he whispered urgently, “there are men walking the perimeter. At least four of them. They’re checking the fences, the doors, looking at the generators.”


Murphy’s smile widened as he caught Miles’ worried expression. “Now don’t you worry about that. My boys are just making sure the place is secure. Dangerous times, you know.”


The lie was so transparent he wasn’t even trying to sell it. This was a show of force, plain and simple, letting us know he had men, guns, and the will to use them.


“Are we at risk here?” I murmured to Edward, keeping my expression neutral.


Edward’s jaw tightened. “We’ve secured Echelon pretty well. Could defend ourselves if we had to. But I’d rather not have to do it.”


Murphy whistled, looking up at our roof. “Those are some mighty fine solar panels you got up there. Bet they come in real handy.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Power grid’s not gonna last very long, you know.”


He stepped closer to the glass, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’d be happy to trade for a few panels. Got fuel, equipment, food—” he emphasized the last word, his eyes sharp, watching for our reaction. “Plenty of food.”


I moved closer to the door. “We’re good for now, Sheriff, but we’ll keep your offer in mind.”


“We’ve got women too,” Murphy added casually, as if offering us coffee. “Claimed ones to lend. Unclaimed ones to sell, for the right price. Pretty things.”


My stomach turned. Edward and Miles stiffened beside me, and I could feel the wave of disgust radiating from them. We all struggled to keep our expressions neutral, but the implication was clear: Murphy had women locked up somewhere, terrified, waiting to be traded like cattle. Warda remained impassive, her claimed status preventing her from realizing the horror of Murphy’s words.


I said nothing. We needed an unclaimed woman, but I knew already that Ramona and Phoebe would never agree to buying one from Murphy. We couldn’t afford it, morally and probably “financially”.


Murphy nodded slowly, seemingly unsatisfied with our reaction, but made no move to leave. “Well, if you folks need anything, anything at all, you just let us know. We’re here to help our neighbors.”


Suddenly, Cedric flashed into my mind, out there somewhere, searching for Olivia. “Actually,” I said, “there is something you might be able to help with. We need to run a license plate, locate the owner of a vehicle.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Is that so? Well, we certainly could do that for you.” His smile turned predatory. “What’s in it for us?”


Edward grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “Once we start trading with this bastard, we’re fucked. Quinn would never approve.”


“Got a list right here,” Murphy called through the glass, pulling a folded paper from his breast pocket. “Just a few items we’re looking for. Nothing too fancy.”


He pressed the list against the glass. Edward leaned forward to read it, his expression darkening. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Pseudoephedrine, acetone, lithium batteries, drain cleaner…” He looked at me. “He’s making meth.”


Murphy’s grin widened as he tapped the list against the glass. “Times are tough, Mr. Ritter. People need to relax in this economy—my men, folks in town. Just helping everyone cope with our new reality.”


Edward gripped my arm tighter. “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered. “We agreed—”


But I was already pulling out my phone, scrolling to find the license plate number I’d written down during our meeting two days ago when we’d discussed Cedric’s request. I added my email address and I held the phone up to the glass.


“This is the vehicle we need information on,” I said firmly. “Owner’s name and address. And below is my email address.”


Murphy nodded to his topless deputy. “Alexandra, write that down for me, would you?”


The woman stepped forward, pulling a small notepad from her back pocket. She wrote down the number and email address, her face a mask of professional concentration despite her exposed state. When she finished, Murphy took the notepad, glanced at it, then suddenly pushed her forward against the glass door.


“How about a little goodwill gesture?” he said with a laugh as Alexandra’s large bare breasts pressed against the cold glass. She looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to a playful smirk as she pressed herself more firmly against the door, her nipples hardening from the contact with the cool surface, the pressure flattening and distorting her breasts.


“That’s a free sample,” Murphy said, his hand resting possessively on the back of her neck. “She’s available for more, real cheap, if any of you boys are feeling lonely.” He winked. “She’s very popular. Guaranteed to follow any instruction to the letter. If you don’t like her, we have all sorts of flavors we’re happy to lend you. Just ask.”


I kept my expression neutral, though my stomach churned with disgust. Beside me, Edward’s face had hardened into stone, while Miles couldn’t quite manage to hide his conflicted reaction: revulsion fighting with unwanted arousal as he stared at the woman. Warda, standing just behind Edward, showed no particular reaction to the display. I knew she would press herself against the glass just as eagerly if Edward commanded it.


Murphy finally pulled Alexandra back, and she straightened her posture without a hint of embarrassment. He held his list against the glass again, and I quickly copied down the items.


“I’ll have my people gather everything and bring it out shortly,” I said, tucking the list into my pocket.


Murphy nodded, satisfied. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Ritter. I’ll have what you’re looking for in no time.”


Edward grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door, his face tight with barely controlled anger. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” he hissed once we were out of earshot. “You’re out of your mind. We agreed we weren’t going through the Sheriff. You’re risking everything here.”


“I’ll deal with Ramona,” I said firmly. “But I’m doing this. In fact, I’ve already done it. Better give the Sheriff what I signed up for.”


I turned back to Murphy, who was watching our exchange with obvious amusement. “Contact me, and only me, when you have the name and address of the vehicle’s owner.”


“Will do, Mr. Ritter,” Murphy replied with a mock salute. “Looking forward to our continued friendship. We’ll wait right here.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 26: Relieving Pressure


Imani


I sank onto my bed with a sigh, kicking off my shoes and wiggling my toes in relief. After seven hours in the lab, even my brain felt like it needed to be plugged into a charger. Around our shared room, the others were settling in for the evening, each claiming their own little territory in what had become our communal nest.


“Mother, please tell me there’s a secret stash of wine somewhere in this building,” I called to Alva, who was straightening the pile of fresh towels she’d managed to scrounge up. The nickname had started as a joke after watching her fuss over Helena’s wrinkled lab coat, but it had stuck, especially since she’d taken on the role of our unofficial den mother.


Alva shot me a look that was half-exasperation, half-amusement. “If I had wine, Dr. Ral, I certainly wouldn’t be sharing it with you troublemakers.”


“You wound me,” I clutched my chest dramatically, falling back on my pillow. “And it’s Imani, remember? It feels weird when you call me doctor. I think of you guys more like… sisters.”


Across the room, Nia sat cross-legged on her bed, her mousy brown hair finally freed from its practical ponytail. Despite her normally nervous demeanor, there was a curious confidence in her voice when she spoke.


“Did anyone else notice what we were helping move to the atrium today?” she asked, fingers fidgeting with her blanket. “Those chemical containers Gabriel had us carry… that was definitely precursor material for methamphetamine production.”


Helena nodded from where she was meticulously organizing her small collection of personal items on the nightstand between her bed and Renata’s. “I recognized the phosphorus compounds immediately. Not exactly subtle if you know what to look for.”


I watched Renata’s eyes widen slightly. The neuroscientist was brilliant with brain tissue but apparently less versed in illicit chemistry.


“You think that’s what the Sheriff wanted?” Renata asked, her voice hushed despite the fact we were alone.


Alva sat down on the edge of her bed, which she’d claimed closest to the door—always the gatekeeper. “Gabriel must have made quite the deal with the Sheriff if he’s willing to hand over meth ingredients. He wouldn’t do something like that without an excellent reason.”


The unspoken understanding hung in the air between us. None of us cared what Gabriel’s reasons were: good, bad, or morally ambiguous. If he needed us to help him cook meth in the lab tomorrow, we’d be asking about proper ventilation procedures, not questioning his ethics. But knowing our owner, whatever had driven him to this choice was bound to be important.


“What struck me,” I said, sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest, “is that he specifically told us not to mention it to Ramona or Phoebe. He’s taking a significant risk going behind their backs. Whatever he’s getting from the Sheriff must be worth potentially alienating the women running this show.”


Helena nodded thoughtfully. “Seems like the Sheriff controls the town now. Perhaps Gabriel needs access to something, or someone, in Chantwell.”


“Do you think…” Nia began, then paused, gathering her courage before continuing. “Do you think he’s turning rogue? Should we be preparing to work against the others? Maybe even sabotage the research?”


I expected Alva to immediately shut down this line of thinking, to remind us that Gabriel had explicitly instructed us to work diligently on finding a cure. But she remained uncharacteristically silent, her expression unreadable as she folded a towel with mechanical precision.


Her silence surprised me. Typically, Alva was quick to rein in our more imaginative speculations about Gabriel’s intentions. The fact that she wasn’t immediately dismissing Nia’s suggestion was telling.


Helena broke the tension. “Maybe. Maybe not. I mean... Barrett was here, so if Gabriel intends to betray anyone, he must be in on it. Or we are mistaken entirely. I wouldn’t assume anything. For now, we should continue following his direct instructions, work as effectively as possible on our assigned tasks. If Gabriel intends to go against Echelon’s leadership, he’ll let us know or position us accordingly.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Though I will say, the situation with his wife clearly has him on edge. Perhaps we should… signal our availability to him. For stress relief.”


Renata’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


“Oh, Renata still has PTSD from the cleavage incident on Claim Day,” I teased, pointing at her blush.


Renata threw a pillow at me, which I caught with a grin.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” she muttered, the blush spreading to her neck.


“Knowing Gabriel,” I continued, “I wouldn’t try to seduce him unless I know for sure that’s what he wants. I’m not looking to get my head ripped off for misinterpreting signals.”


Alva cleared her throat, and something in her expression made us all fall silent.


“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but her eyes not quite meeting ours, “two days ago, after that scene in the cafeteria with Wendy… when Gabriel stormed out? I followed him. We made out, and I ended up on my knees.”


The room fell silent for a moment as we all processed Alva’s revelation. I felt my eyebrows shoot up, not because I was shocked by what she’d done, honestly, I’d have done the same in a heartbeat, but because Gabriel had actually allowed it to happen.


“And you’re just telling us this now?” Helena asked, leaning forward with sudden interest, her usually composed demeanor slipping just enough to reveal her curiosity. “Why keep it to yourself?”


Alva shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her bedsheet. “He seemed… conflicted afterward. Like he wasn’t sure if he should have let it happen. I didn’t want to broadcast something he might regret.” She glanced up, meeting our eager gazes. “But with everything that’s happening, the meth ingredients, the secrecy, I thought maybe you all should know. In case it signals a shift in what he wants from us.”


I flopped back on my bed, staring at the ceiling as I considered this interesting new information. “So we might finally get to please him in the most straightforward way possible?” I mused, a smile playing at my lips. “I mean, I love neural pathway analysis as much as the next neurolinguist, but I’ve been wondering when we’d get to the hands-on approach to making him happy.”


The tension in the room seemed to dissolve, replaced by something lighter, almost hopeful. It was strange how relieved we all seemed at the prospect that Gabriel might want us sexually. As if we’d been waiting for permission to acknowledge this particular avenue of service.


Renata, still blushing, pulled her knees to her chest. “But he’s still hesitant, isn’t he? He’s hurting because of his wife. We’re working to get her back for him. That’s what he says he wants.”


Alva nodded thoughtfully. “And we’ll keep working toward that goal as long as he wants us to. But…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “At least from what I experienced, he’s clearly dealing with loneliness, desire and sexual frustration. Why shouldn’t he indulge? He’d enjoy it, know he would, if he wasn’t so concerned with ethics and morality.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Maybe he’ll get there on his own. Or maybe… maybe we can help him get there? Should we?”


Helena tapped her fingers against her thigh, her analytical mind clearly working through the problem. “That’s the tricky thing about this whole situation, isn’t it? What does Gabriel truly want? Does ‘want’ mean what he consciously decides, or what he unconsciously desires? Should we help him get what he desires deep down, or stick to what he explicitly says he wants?”


I laughed, though it came out more thoughtful than amused. “And just like that, we’ve arrived at the biggest dilemma of our existence,” I said, gesturing dramatically. “My biggest problems used to be filing paperwork on time, figuring out my taxes, or deciding what to order at a restaurant. Now it’s deciphering what the man who owns me truly wants, and whether what he says he wants is the same as what he really wants. Does he even know what he wants anymore?”


“If only our programming was a little more transparent,” Renata sighed.


“Do you girls also feel like his desires matter more than his commands?” I asked. “I can’t tell if this is a result of my own psychology, the Claiming, or both, but it feels to me like his explicit orders are less important than what he wants on a deeper, more primal level. Like, if he told me to do something I knew for certain was contrary to what he truly wanted, I wouldn’t feel obligated to follow that order. I’d feel compelled to act in his best interest instead.”


The others nodded in agreement, though Helena’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to separate the two, isn’t it? And surely we all have our own definitions of what we believe is in his best interest. I wonder if that could ever become problematic.”


Nia, who had been quietly listening, surprised us by speaking up. “There’s another problem too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “If he… if he starts going too far with us, he risks punishment once we’re free. If we succeed.” She glanced around nervously, as if even mentioning our potential freedom was taboo.


I felt a flash of irritation at the very idea. The thought of being “freed” from Gabriel, of potentially turning against him. It was almost physically painful to consider. I could see similar reactions rippling across the faces of the others. And worse, I couldn’t bare the idea that our potential future liberation was standing in the way of present gratification. How maddeningly tragic if Gabriel’s fear of retribution was preventing him from enjoying us now.


“That’s only a problem if we actually succeed,” I said, my tone growing more serious than usual. “If we actually free all women. Have you noticed how the men’s attitudes about their women are shifting? Duncan, Smith, Barrett, Tristan, I’m sure they’re all getting more comfortable with their… ownership.” I met each of their gazes in turn, trying to read their expressions. “It’s entirely possible they’ll change their minds about this whole ‘freeing women’ project.”


Alva nodded. “Smith is definitely indulging. I caught him getting handsy with Dr. Dressen in the server room yesterday.” She lowered her voice. “I made sure to leave before he noticed me. As for the others… Duncan hasn’t touched his women as far as I know, or he’s very discrete about it. And Edward…” She hesitated. “I’ve only seen him with Warda. He’s pretty open about it. I think they were together before claim day. Apparently she asked to be claimed,” she added, looking at me.


“And Tristan?” Helena asked.


“Tristan and Portia are definitely sleeping together,” Alva confirmed with a smirk. “They’re not exactly subtle about it.”


Helena leaned back against her headboard, crossing her long legs at the ankle. “The project might collapse regardless of what Gabriel wants,” she said thoughtfully. “We’re talking about five different men who each have their own claimed women. Any one of them could decide they don’t want to play along anymore, that they’d rather keep their toys.” She lowered her voice. “We need to be careful around them, and especially around their women. They’re not working toward the same goal we are.”


A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and before anyone could respond, Gabriel stepped into the room. The effect was immediate and fascinating to witness. Nia’s eyes widened, her posture straightening as if pulled by invisible strings. Renata actually let out a small gasp, her hands fluttering nervously before settling in her lap. They were both showing more devotion than I expected, especially since Gabriel had previously reacted poorly to such obvious displays.


Alva, Helena, and I managed to maintain our composure, appearing casual even as I felt my brain shift into a higher gear of awareness. It was almost amusing how my entire consciousness suddenly recalibrated around Gabriel’s presence, like a compass needle snapping to magnetic north. Every sense sharpened, focused entirely on finding ways to please him, to satisfy whatever need had brought him to our door.


I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the lines around his mouth seemed deeper than they had that morning. His shoulders slumped slightly under the weight of whatever burden he was carrying. I also noticed how carefully he avoided looking in Alva’s direction as he spoke.


“Just checking in before I head to my apartment,” he said, his voice rough with fatigue. “Are you all comfortable? Do you need anything?”


We all assured him we were fine, but instead of nodding and leaving as he usually did, he lingered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. The hesitation was so unlike him that I couldn’t help but speak up.


“Are you alright?” I asked, tilting my head to study him better.


“I’m fine,” he deflected, his gaze darting around the room, still avoiding Alva.


“You don’t look fine,” I pressed, my tone playful but insistent. “You know, the least your claimed women could do, for as long as we’re yours, until we’re free, is to be here to listen. It wouldn’t cost you anything to share what’s on your mind.”


Gabriel chuckled nervously, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice. “Yeah, the last time I opened up to one of you, she ended up rubbing her hands against my crotch.”


I glanced around, wondering which of us he was referring to, but Alva’s resigned sigh answered the question before I could ask it.


“That time I didn’t get to please you properly,” Alva said boldly, though her tone remained respectful. “But last time was different, wasn’t it? Last time you let me go all the way until you came in my mouth.”


Gabriel’s face flushed crimson, and he finally looked directly at Alva, a complex mixture of shame and anger flickering across his features. Alva seemed to regret her bluntness for a moment, but she didn’t back down, maintaining her confident posture.


“If you’re restraining yourself out of respect for us,” Helena said quietly, “you’re mistaken.”


“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. “I can’t be weak like that. You’re not yourselves. It’s too easy, and it’s not really what you want.”


Nia surprised us all by speaking up, her voice soft but steady. “What matters to us is what YOU want. What we would have wanted before the claim is irrelevant.”


Gabriel shook his head firmly. “It isn’t irrelevant to me. Everything I’m working for—everything we’re working for—is restoring your free will, your autonomy to choose for yourselves.” His voice grew passionate. “You’ll be glad I didn’t touch you once we’ve achieved our goals.”


“We can all see you’re falling apart,” I said, keeping my tone light despite the seriousness of my words. “And you’re no good to anyone if you break before the finish line. You’re too important. Our mission couldn’t succeed without you.” I leaned forward, meeting his gaze directly. “What we may or may not think after we’re freed is less important than making sure you’re relaxed and happy enough to do the job.”


I knew I was exaggerating, but I hoped it was close enough to the truth for him to accept it. Maybe it was true. Maybe he would keep us working until we freed ourselves and all women on Earth by pleasing him. Or maybe it wasn’t, and we would corrupt him, and then we wouldn’t have to be free, and we could please him for the rest of our lives, or as long as he wanted us.


Gabriel hesitated, his internal struggle visible on his face. That hesitation was all the encouragement the others needed. I could see them all interpreting it as a sign to push further in this direction.


Helena rose from her bed and moved toward him with deliberate grace. She wasn’t naturally seductive. There was something almost awkward about her attempt, but that awkwardness made it hotter somehow. Her tall, athletic body moved with a physicist’s precision rather than a dancer’s fluidity. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back severely, now fell loose around her sharp features, softening them just enough. The top buttons of her shirt had come undone, revealing the elegant column of her neck and a hint of collarbone. Gabriel couldn’t help but stare, despite his obvious attempt not to.


“I consider myself pragmatic,” Helena said, stopping just short of touching him. “I would be surprised if, once free, I found myself holding a grudge against you for letting me please you. Sex is just sex. I’ve always seen it that way.” She shrugged one shoulder, causing her shirt to slip further. “And you would still be my savior.”


I wondered if what Helena was saying was true, but decided it didn’t matter. It was effective. Gabriel’s resistance was visibly crumbling, and the other women were following her lead, moving closer to him like moths to a flame.


I stood up too, letting my lab coat slip off my shoulders to reveal the curve-hugging dress below. I knew my figure was one of my assets: full breasts, narrow waist, hips that swayed naturally when I walked. My dark curls framed my face, and I made sure to meet his eyes with a warm, inviting gaze as I approached.


“I volunteered to be claimed by you,” I reminded him, my voice dropping to a husky register. “I knew what I was getting into. I knew you’d probably fuck me.” It was half true. I had been worried about it, deeply, but had decided it would be worse with someone else. I’d thought I could help free women, free myself, and I’d trusted him to help. But I didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, I reached out and placed my hand lightly on his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my palm.


Nia stepped forward hesitantly, her petite frame moving with a nervous energy that somehow made her even more alluring. She’d let her mousy brown hair down, and it fell in soft waves around her heart-shaped face. Her lab clothes had been replaced with a simple cotton nightdress that clung to her small breasts and narrow hips in a way that suggested innocence rather than seduction, which was its own kind of temptation.


Alva moved with more confidence, her neat bobbed hair framing her face as she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the swell of her breasts. There was something efficient even in her seduction: purposeful, like everything she did.


Gabriel stood frozen, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes darting between us as if he couldn’t decide where to look. The conflict on his face was painful to watch: desire warring with what he believed was right. I could almost see his resistance crumbling, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to take that final step.


I noticed Renata hanging back, perched on the edge of her bed. After her previous humiliation, she clearly wasn’t willing to risk another rejection. Her eyes were wide, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of hope and trepidation.


“I—I don’t think I’ll mind either,” Nia stammered, her voice high and unnatural. “I love sex. I always had a lot of hot sex. I’m very… dirty.” She delivered the words with such awkward determination that I actually winced. It was painfully obvious she was lying, trying to say what she thought would work.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, a startled laugh escaping him as he shook his head. “Now I know you’re all full of shit,” he said, his voice rising with a mixture of frustration and bitter amusement. “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me falter.”


Nia stepped back, her face falling at his reaction. She looked like a scolded puppy, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her failed attempt.


“What about your fiancé, Nia?” Gabriel asked sharply. “You know, the one you were supposed to marry next month? He was here a week ago, banging on our doors, desperate to see you.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought about him even once since I claimed you?”


I felt a ripple of surprise move through the room. None of us had known about this, but the revelation didn’t stir any real concern, just a mild annoyance at this new complication in our seduction plan.


“I—I had no idea,” Nia said, clearly caught between conflicting impulses. “I… of course I…” She trailed off, then tried again. “He would understand that I need to be here for you. My fiancé would want—”


Gabriel’s laugh cut her off. “And Renata,” he said, turning toward the neuroscientist who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “Your husband was there too. Big guy, red-faced, practically in tears. But you don’t care about him either, do you? Or your kids. Jesus, you haven’t thought about your kids at all since I claimed you, have you?”


Renata shook her head, biting her lip. Her shoulders were hunched, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. I could only imagine the horror Gabriel was feeling right now. We’d all had lives and relationships before the claim, but none of us had given them a second thought since. I knew without a doubt that Renata now saw her children as an afterthought, a vague memory of a time when her life didn’t revolve around Gabriel’s desires. Gabriel knew it too. And he knew that right now she was only horrified because he was pointing it out. Because she had not anticipated that he would care.


I decided it was time to take more drastic action. In one smooth motion, I pulled my top over my head, freeing my full breasts. The cool air of the room made my nipples harden instantly, and I felt a rush of satisfaction at Gabriel’s stunned expression. His eyes widened, fixed on my chest, and I saw his throat work as he swallowed hard.


I pressed myself against him, feeling the heat of his body through his clothes, the hardness growing against my hip. When I spoke, my voice was stern but seductive, respectful but commanding.


“If you tell us to back off right now, we will,” I said, looking directly into his eyes. “But right here, right now, we want to please you. We’ll do anything to please you. We only have your own good in mind. We’re literally rewired to care about you, and we think you should fuck us.” I paused, letting my words sink in. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe some of us will be pissed about it if we’re freed. But if you end up freeing us, you’ll still have done more good than bad. You’ll get Renata back to her kids. She’ll care about them again. And we will remember how, today, in this room, we relentlessly seduced you, and how long you resisted.”


I ran my hand along the bulge in his pants, feeling him twitch beneath my touch. “So what will it be, Gabriel?” I asked bluntly.


Time seemed to stretch as he stood there, more conflicted than I’d ever seen him. His eyes moved from my face to my breasts and back again, his breathing shallow and quick. Finally, a nervous smirk crossed his face. He sighed deeply, then reached out to grab my breasts roughly in his hands.


“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled.


I smiled, a thrill of victory rushing through me as I sank to my knees before him. Around the room, I sensed the other women relaxing, readying themselves to please him in whatever way he might desire. We had won, for him.


“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” I purred as I unbuckled his belt, carefully sliding down his zipper. I glanced up at him with a playful smile. “Just relax and let us take care of everything. Doctor’s orders.”


Gabriel’s cock sprang free, impressively hard and ready. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling it pulse against my palm as I began to stroke slowly. Whatever hesitation had been holding him back seemed to be dissolving with each movement of my hand, though I could still see a flicker of unease behind his desiren, like he was riding a roller coaster he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop.


His eyes darted to Renata, who was edging closer but still hanging back. He laughed, a sound of surrender and release.


“You too, Renata,” he commanded, his voice husky. “Get your tits out as well.”


Renata’s nervous expression melted into relief as she laughed and quickly pulled her top over her head, revealing her full, heavy breasts. The tension visibly left her body as she moved to join us.


I leaned forward, running my tongue along the underside of his shaft while maintaining eye contact. The taste of him was salty and masculine, and the way his breath caught when my tongue circled the head of his cock sent a surge of satisfaction through me. This was what I was meant to do: please him, make him feel good, take away his stress.


“That’s it,” Helena murmured, moving behind Gabriel and running her hands down his chest. “Let us take care of you.”


Alva was already unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, her efficient fingers making quick work of the task while Nia knelt beside me, her eyes wide with anticipation. Together, we guided Gabriel to the carpeted floor, where we had more space to work.


I took him deep into my mouth, feeling him hit the back of my throat as my lips stretched around his girth. His groan of pleasure was the sweetest reward, and I felt a surge of pride that had nothing to do with sexual arousal and everything to do with fulfilling my purpose.


“Fuck, that feels good,” he gasped, one hand tangling in my hair.


Helena had removed her clothes entirely and was pressing her naked body against his back, her hands reaching around to caress his chest. Renata and Nia positioned themselves on either side of him, offering their breasts for his hands and mouth.


I worked his cock with growing enthusiasm, alternating between deep throating him and using my hand to stroke while my tongue danced around the sensitive head. When I pulled back to catch my breath, Alva seamlessly took my place, her technique different but equally effective, judging by Gabriel’s moans.


“Take turns,” he commanded, his voice thick with pleasure. “I want to see all of you.”


We obeyed eagerly, each of us taking our turn pleasuring him with our mouths while the others caressed and kissed whatever part of him they could reach. There was no jealousy, no competition, only the shared joy of seeing him lose himself in the pleasure we provided.


When Nia took her turn, her initial shyness gave way to surprising skill, and Gabriel’s hips bucked involuntarily. “Where did you learn to do that?” he gasped.


She pulled back just long enough to smile. “As I said. I’m a dirty girl...”


Well, shit. She’d been telling the truth. We all laughed, the sound light and genuine. The atmosphere had transformed from tense seduction to something almost celebratory, five women united in their devotion to pleasing one man.


I found myself on my back, Gabriel’s weight pressing me into the carpet as he kissed me deeply, tasting himself on my lips. His hands explored my body with growing confidence, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples until I gasped into his mouth.


“You like that?” he asked, his voice a growl against my ear. “Is this what you want?”


“I want whatever you want,” I answered truthfully. “Use me.”


He positioned himself between my thighs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. I was wet, not from arousal but from my body’s automatic response to the situation, preparing itself to be used for his pleasure. I couldn’t help but wonder if some part of my programming was designed specifically for this. When he thrust into me, filling me completely in one smooth motion, I cried out not from my own pleasure but from the satisfaction of knowing I was pleasing him.


The other women surrounded us, touching him, touching me, creating a tangle of limbs and sensations. Helena’s fingers found their way to where Gabriel and I were joined, adding to his pleasure. Alva kissed his shoulders while Renata and Nia offered their breasts to his hungry mouth.


Gabriel moved from woman to woman, taking each of us in turn. He bent Renata over one of the beds, thrusting into her from behind while she buried her face in the mattress to muffle her cries. He laid Helena on her back, her long legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her with increasing urgency. Nia straddled him, riding him with surprising confidence while the rest of us caressed and encouraged them both. Alva took him deep in her throat again, her eyes watering but determined as he held her head in place.


Throughout it all, our focus remained entirely on his pleasure. Every gasp, every moan, every twitch of his body was a victory, a sign that we were succeeding in our mission to please him.


When he finally returned to me, I could tell he was close. His movements had become more erratic, his breathing ragged.


“You started this,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to finish it.” He pulled out and lay down on the floor, gesturing for me to join him.


I straddled him eagerly, sinking down onto his cock and beginning to ride him, my hips rolling and grinding to bring him closer to the edge.  He pushed me down, pressing me against the carpet, and began to pound me with a savage intensity that surprised me. His eyes were wild, his expression twisted with need. With a final, powerful thrust, Gabriel tensed above me, his entire body shuddering as he reached his climax. The sound he made, half groan, half sob, was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome as the other women crowded around us, stroking his back, his hair, his arms, murmuring words of praise and affection.


We all ended up in a heap on the floor, limbs tangled, bodies slick with sweat. Gabriel lay in the center of our circle, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. His expression was one of stunned satisfaction, the tension and stress that had been etched into his features now smoothed away.


We lay there in a tangled heap of limbs, our bodies cooling in the aftermath of what we’d done. I watched Gabriel carefully, worried he might spiral into regret now that the heat of the moment had passed. But he seemed surprisingly relaxed, staring up at the ceiling with a satisfied expression, his hands idly caressing whichever of us happened to be closest. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride that we’d managed to give him this moment of peace.


The buzzing of his phone broke the comfortable silence. Gabriel made a move to reach for his discarded pants, but Nia was closer and quickly retrieved it for him, handing it over with an eager smile. I was close enough to see the screen light up with a notification. An email from Sheriff Murphy. Gabriel tapped it open, and I caught a glimpse of the contents: an address and a name: Cameron Brennan Blaine.


Gabriel’s relaxed demeanor vanished instantly. He glanced toward the window, where the sun was setting in a blaze of orange and pink, then abruptly pushed himself up to a sitting position.


“Well, ladies,” he said with forced lightness, “this has been… pleasant. But duty calls.”


He stood and began gathering his clothes, dressing with quick, efficient movements. The tension had returned to his shoulders, his jaw tight as he buttoned his shirt.


“Gabriel?” Alva asked, sitting up. “Is everything alright?”


“Fine,” he said, not meeting any of our eyes as he buckled his belt. “Just something I need to take care of.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Anything we can help with?”


He paused, one hand on the doorknob, and for a moment I thought he might actually tell us what was going on. Instead, he shook his head. “Get some rest. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


And then he was gone, leaving the five of us naked and confused on the floor of our shared room.


“Well,” Helena said after a moment, “that was abrupt.”


I sat up fully, my mind racing. “Cameron Brennan Blaine,” I murmured. “Who the hell is that?”


“And why would the Sheriff be sending Gabriel his information?” Renata asked, reaching for her discarded clothes.


Alva was already on her feet, pulling on her underwear with her usual efficiency. “Whatever it is, it’s important enough to pull him away from…” she gestured at our naked bodies, “…this.”


I nodded slowly, a suspicion forming in my mind. “I think we might have just witnessed what Gabriel traded those meth ingredients for.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 38 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 38 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 39 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 27: Human Heist


Warda


I had Edward pinned against the wall, one hand wrapped around his wrists above his head, the other pressed firm against his mouth. His eyes were wild with that look I loved: part defiance, part surrender. The conference room table behind us was cleared of maps and radios, ready for whatever came next.


“You might own me on paper,” I growled, pressing my body against his, feeling the hardness growing behind his tactical pants, “but right now, I own you. And I’m gonna make damn sure you please me proper.”


Edward’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was smiling under my palm. When I eased the pressure, he said, “One command from me and you’d drop to your knees so fast you’d bruise them.”


I slammed my hand back over his mouth, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath hot against my palm. “Then I better make sure you can’t speak, huh?”


Truth is, I was just giving him exactly what he wanted. Before the claiming, before all this shit went down, we’d already been together a few times. He liked it when I took control, liked pretending he didn’t. If he showed even the smallest sign this wasn’t what he wanted, I’d flip like a damn switch. But I knew my man. Knew what made him tick. And right now, what made him happy was me acting like I was in charge, even though we both knew who really was.


The door banged open, and Gabriel Ritter stormed in like a man on fire. I immediately stepped back from Edward, breaking character without a second thought. Edward straightened up, adjusting his shirt with a scowl.


“Jesus Christ, Ritter. Ever heard of knocking?” Edward growled, but his eyes were already scanning Gabriel’s face, reading the situation.


Gabriel didn’t even seem to register what he’d walked in on. His face was flushed, eyes wild, breathing hard like he’d sprinted across the compound.


“I’ve got him,” Gabriel said, his voice tight. “I’ve got the name of the guy who claimed Olivia. And his address.”


Edward’s annoyance vanished. “That’s good news. We should call Cedric. He’s still in town. Doesn’t know about your deal with the Sheriff.” Edward’s voice had an edge to it. He hadn’t been happy about Gabriel keeping that shit secret.


“No time,” Gabriel said, pacing now. “I’m going now. Tonight. I need you to come with me, Edward. I can’t do this alone.”


Edward stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Now? Without any recon? Without a plan? You want to just roll up to some stranger’s house and… what? Kidnap a claimed girl?”


“We don’t know what this guy is doing to her!” Gabriel’s voice rose. “We can’t just sit around planning while he could be hurting her. And anyway, Ramona would never approve a rescue mission. As soon as she hears about it, she’ll shut us down. So will Duncan and Smith.”


What a load of bullshit. His arguments were flimsy as wet cardboard. I could see Edward thinking the same thing, but he was at least considering it.


“Cedric is already out there,” Edward said carefully. “He’d definitely want to join us IF we decide to do this tonight.” He crossed his arms. “And honestly, I’d trust Cedric more as a partner in this than you. No offense, but he’s a tough guy. You’re… a nerd.”


Gabriel’s face twisted with frustration. “Cedric has my wife,” he spat. “Now I’m going to get his daughter and deliver her to him. I’ll save her myself, and Cedric will owe me. Maybe then he’ll think twice about messing with Wendy again.”


I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. Damn, Ritter had some issues to work through.


Edward’s expression hardened. “That’s fucked up, Ritter. The girl is claimed. She won’t come willingly. Doesn’t make a difference if you’re the one who saves her or if Cedric does. She won’t be happy either way.” He stepped closer to Gabriel. “And Cedric won’t see you as some hero. He’ll be pissed you went after her yourself instead of telling him.”


Gabriel seemed to deflate a little, rubbing his face with both hands. When he looked up again, some of the wild energy had drained away.


“Fine,” he muttered. “Call him.”


Edward pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then frowned. He tried again, then shook his head. “No signal.”


“I haven’t had reception for hours,” I said, pulling my own phone from my pocket to show the ‘No Service’ message. “Miles and Reeves said the same when I saw them earlier. That amateur radio guy in town—the one we’ve been monitoring—he said networks are down all around Chantwell.”


“Fuck,” Edward swore, staring at his useless phone. Gabriel was watching him, that desperate energy building again behind his eyes.


Finally, Edward sighed. “Alright. We’ll go. But we do recon first, understand? No rushing in.”


He walked to the weapons locker in the corner, unlocked it, and pulled out a Glock, checking it before handing it to Gabriel.


“You do what I tell you, when I tell you,” Edward said, his voice hard. “Or I’ll drag your ass back here myself.”


I followed them as they headed for the door, grabbing my jacket from the back of a chair. Edward turned, noticing me for the first time.


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.


I smirked at him. “Unless you got the balls to command me not to, I’m coming with you.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m a better shot than you are, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting my owner walk into a dangerous situation without me watching his back.”


Edward stared at me for a long moment, then his mouth quirked up at one corner. “Grab the shotgun,” was all he said.


The three of us made our way through the darkened corridors toward the parking lot. Edward jingled his keys.


“We’ll take my van,” he said. “No big Echelon logo to announce who we are.”


I checked the shotgun, making sure it was loaded, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hands. Whatever shit we were walking into, at least I’d be there to make sure Edward walked back out.


We piled into Edward’s van, sitting next to him while Gabriel squeezed in on the far side. The three of us crammed in the front like sardines, my shoulder pressed against Edward’s. I could smell his aftershave—that same cheap shit he always wore that somehow still got me going. The engine growled to life, headlights cutting through the darkness as we pulled away from Echelon.


“Keep your eyes open,” Edward muttered, his hands gripping the wheel tight enough to make his knuckles white. “We don’t know what we’re driving into.”


Night had fallen completely by the time we hit the main road toward Chantwell. The town sprawled out below us as we descended the winding road from Echelon’s hillside perch. From up here, you could see patches of darkness scattered throughout: whole blocks gone completely black while others still glowed with electricity.


“Jesus,” Gabriel whispered, leaning forward to get a better look. “The grid’s failing already. It’s happening faster than Ramona predicted.”


Edward snorted. “That ain’t no grid failure. That’s people. Idiots fucking with the electrical infrastructure, cutting power to rivals, securing their own little kingdoms.” He gestured toward one particularly dark section. “The substation is still working. That’s localized, deliberate. Factions getting at each other already.”


“Factions?” Gabriel’s voice had that nerdy, analytical tone that made me want to roll my eyes. “It’s only been a week since the claiming.”


“Seven days is plenty of time for assholes to organize,” I said, checking the shotgun on my lap for the third time. Old habits. “Men with claimed women, men without… men who want more. Doesn’t take a genius to see where this is headed.”


Gabriel pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times. “This is Olivia,” he said, holding it up. The girl in the photo was pretty in that artsy way: big eyes, chestnut hair with teal-colored ends, smiling at whoever was taking the picture. She looked young. Innocent. The kind of girl who’d never had to worry about much before all this shit went down.


“She’s nineteen. Art student,” Gabriel said, as if anyone cared, staring at the image a moment longer before putting his phone away.


“And now she belongs to some asshole named Cameron,” I muttered, watching Gabriel flinch at my words. Fuck, sometimes I forget how sensitive these guys are about the whole claiming thing. Not like it changes anything, being delicate about it.


Edward punched an address into the GPS mounted on his dashboard. “We’re going to circle around the center,” he said. “Avoid the main streets. Less chance of running into trouble.”


The streets were mostly empty as we drove. No pedestrians, no cars moving. Just darkness and the occasional glow of light from behind curtained windows. We passed one guy walking alone, a skinny dude who practically jumped into the bushes when our headlights hit him. Can’t blame him. These days, anyone out after dark was either dangerous or stupid.


“People are scared,” Gabriel observed, watching the man scurry away.


“People should be scared,” Edward replied flatly.


The GPS led us around the outskirts of town, past neighborhoods that looked abandoned, though I knew they weren’t. People were just hunkering down, hiding behind locked doors with whatever weapons they could find. The farther we drove, the more isolated it got, until we were heading up a winding road toward the mountains that surrounded Chantwell.


“This is it?” I asked as Edward slowed the van, pulling off to the side of the road near what looked like a dirt path disappearing into dense trees.


“According to the GPS,” Edward said, killing the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition. Smart man. Always ready for a quick exit. “Blaine’s place should be up that path.”


We sat in silence for a moment, just watching. The path was barely visible in the moonlight, winding through thick forest. Perfect place to hide if you’d just claimed half a dozen college girls.


Edward scanned the area, eyes narrowed. “Don’t see any cameras,” he said finally, sounding relieved. “No obvious security setup.”


“Doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” I pointed out. “If this guy’s smart, he’d hide that shit. Motion sensors in the trees, trip wires, all kinds of ways to know someone’s coming.”


“You think this art student collector is some kind of tactical genius?” Gabriel asked.


I shrugged. “Better to assume he is than get our asses shot off because we thought he was dumb.”


Edward nodded, checking his gun one last time before tucking it into his holster. “If anything goes sideways, anything at all, we get back to the truck. Fast. No heroics.” He stared hard at Gabriel. “You understand me, Ritter? First sign of trouble, we’re out.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could tell by the set of his jaw he wasn’t planning on leaving without the girl.


We moved silently through the trees, staying well off the path. Edward led, with me behind him and Gabriel bringing up the rear. The forest floor was soft with pine needles, making it easy to move quietly. After about ten minutes of careful progress, the trees thinned, and we reached the edge of a clearing.


A small, one-story house sat in the middle, surrounded by what could only be described as a junkyard. Old cars in various states of disrepair. Piles of garbage. Rusted metal shit I couldn’t even identify. A beat-up Subaru station wagon was parked near the front door.


And from inside the house came unmistakable sounds: rhythmic grunting, high-pitched female moans, the slap of skin on skin.


“Well,” I whispered, a smirk tugging at my lips, “sounds like somebody’s home alright. And having a real good time.”


Edward shot me a look that could’ve frozen hell, and Gabriel’s face went tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might crack a tooth. That’s when it hit me again, what I’d just joked about. To them, those sounds could mean Olivia, Cedric’s little girl, was in there getting fucked by the guy who’d claimed her. To me, as a claimed woman myself, it didn’t seem like a big deal. That’s just how things worked now. But the way they were looking at me…


“Sorry,” I muttered. “Bad joke.”


Edward just shook his head and gestured for us to move forward, circling the clearing while staying within the tree line. We made a complete circuit, watching for any sign of security systems or other people, but there was nothing. Just the continuing sounds of enthusiastic sex from inside the brightly lit house.


“No security at all,” Edward whispered, sounding suspicious. “No dogs, no cameras I can see, not even a decent lock on that back door from the looks of it.”


“Maybe he’s just an idiot,” I suggested.


“Or he doesn’t think he has anything to fear,” Gabriel added grimly.


We studied the house from our hidden position. Two doors. One at the front, one at the back that looked like it led to the kitchen. Light glowed behind all the windows, curtains drawn but not completely closed.


“Small place,” I said, eyeing the layout. “Probably just kitchen, living room, bathroom, maybe two bedrooms if that. Not much space for a harem.”


The sounds were getting louder as we approached the back of the house. Edward gestured for us to move closer to the kitchen window. I crept forward, keeping low, and peered inside. Empty. Just a small, dirty kitchen with dishes piled in the sink and pizza boxes stacked on the counter.


Edward signaled to me, pointing at the kitchen door, then at himself, then toward the front of the house. I nodded. Classic pincer move.


Edward disappeared around the side of the house, moving like a shadow despite his size. I waited until he was out of sight, then turned to Gabriel.


“Stay behind me,” I whispered. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.”


I checked the kitchen window again, confirming it was still empty, then tried the door handle. It turned easily in my hand.


“Fucking idiot,” I muttered, easing the door open. “Who doesn’t lock their doors these days?”


We slipped inside, the kitchen smelling of stale pizza and unwashed dishes. The sounds of sex were much clearer now, coming from beyond a door that presumably led to the living room. I moved toward it silently, Gabriel right behind me, both of us careful not to make a sound.


The door was partially open. I positioned myself to see through the crack without being seen, and what I saw made even me, not exactly a prude, raise my eyebrows.


Cameron Blaine—had to be him, matched the security footage—was sprawled on a ratty couch, completely naked. He was average height, stocky build, receding hairline, maybe mid-thirties. Nothing special to look at. But he had two women on him, one riding his cock, her back to his chest, while another knelt between his legs, licking where his shaft disappeared into the first girl. Two more women were on the floor nearby, going at each other with what looked like practiced enthusiasm, putting on a show for him.


All four were young, college-age, with the slightly disheveled look of women who’d been claimed for days without proper care. One was blonde, one redhead, two brunettes. All pretty in that fresh-faced way that made me feel ancient in comparison.


I pulled back, turning to Gabriel. “Is Olivia there?” I whispered.


He looked through the crack and shook his head, face pale. “No. None of those girls are her. But the guy on the security footage had at least six women with him when he left campus. There should be more.”


I nodded, processing this. “Bedrooms?” I mouthed, pointing down a hallway visible on the other side of the living room.


I was still trying to figure out our next move when a woman’s scream tore through the house, followed by several loud thumps that made the cheap walls shake. Through the crack in the door, I saw Cameron jolt upright, nearly throwing the girl off his lap. The four women scrambled to their feet, naked bodies glistening with sweat as they all turned toward the hallway, the direction Edward had gone.


More screaming followed, but different this time: raw and furious, the sound of someone fighting back with everything they had. I’d heard that kind of scream before, back when I worked private security. It wasn’t fear. It was rage.


“Fuck it,” I muttered to Gabriel. No time for subtlety now. I kicked the door open hard enough to make it slam against the wall and leveled my shotgun at Cameron, who was scrambling to his feet, dick still hanging out.


“Don’t fucking move!” I barked.


What happened next shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. All four naked women positioned themselves in front of Cameron, human shields with their arms spread wide. Three moved instantly, with the practiced coordination of people who’d done drills. But the fourth, a tall brunette with a tattoo running down her side and muscles that spoke of serious gym time, hesitated for just a fraction of a second, her eyes meeting mine with something that looked almost like recognition before she stepped in front of her claimer.


In that moment, I understood with perfect clarity: they would die for him. Just like I would die for Edward without a second thought. Just like I might have to do tonight.


“Move,” I ordered anyway, knowing it was useless. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“You’ll have to kill us first,” one of them said, voice steady despite her nakedness and the shotgun pointed at her chest.


I tried to circle around, get a better angle on Cameron, but the women moved with me, repositioning themselves, faces twisted with protective fury. Behind me, Gabriel was aiming his gun with both hands, looking about as comfortable as a priest in a whorehouse.


How far was I supposed to go here? Before the claiming, I’d have had lines I wouldn’t cross. Now? If Edward ordered me to kill everyone in this room, I’d do it without blinking. But he hadn’t given that order, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t want me gunning down a bunch of claimed college girls. So I stood there, shotgun ready, in a standoff I couldn’t win.


That’s when another woman burst in from the hallway, not Olivia, but another young thing, maybe twenty, with a pixie cut and wide, terrified eyes. She was fully clothed but disheveled, like she’d been in a fight. I swung my shotgun toward her on instinct, my brain still trying to process if she was armed.


That split-second was all they needed.


The blonde from the couch launched herself at me like a fucking missile, followed immediately by the redhead. I got an elbow to the face that made stars explode behind my eyes. My shotgun went flying, skittering across the floor out of reach. I managed to land a solid punch to the blonde’s stomach, but the redhead caught me from behind, arms around my neck.


Gabriel shouted something, but he was having his own problems. The hesitant brunette and another girl had tackled him to the ground, and the new arrival joined them, pinning his arms while he thrashed uselessly.


Edward appeared in the doorway from the hallway, gun raised, face tight with controlled fury. For one beautiful second, I thought we might salvage this clusterfuck. Then I saw Cameron reach behind the couch and come up with a pistol of his own.


Edward’s gun was pointed at Cameron, but Cameron didn’t aim at Edward. He didn’t aim at me either. Instead, he pressed the barrel against Gabriel’s temple while the women held him down.


“Drop the gun or I paint the floor with his brains,” Cameron said, voice surprisingly calm for a naked man in the middle of a home invasion.


For a split second, I wondered why he hadn’t aimed at me instead. Then it hit me. I was just property to him. A claimed woman. Expendable. He figured Edward would care more about losing a male colleague than a piece of ass he could replace.


The fucked-up thing was, he might be right. Not about Edward—Edward would burn the world down if someone hurt me—but about men in general these days. Women were commodities now. Replaceable.


Edward’s face gave nothing away as he assessed the situation, his gun still trained on Cameron. I could see him calculating odds, weighing options, all in the fraction of a second before Cameron pressed the gun harder against Gabriel’s head.


“I won’t ask again,” Cameron said.


Edward slowly lowered his weapon, placing it on the floor. “Let’s all calm down,” he said, raising his hands. “We can talk about this.”


Cameron laughed, an ugly sound. “Talk? You break into my house, attack my women, and you want to talk?” He gestured with his free hand at the pixie-cut girl who’d run in from the hallway. “Megan, get his gun.”


The girl, Megan, moved away from Gabriel and scurried forward, snatching Edward’s weapon from the floor, handling it like she knew what she was doing. She brought it back to Cameron, who took it with his free hand, keeping his own gun pressed to Gabriel’s head.


“Now,” Cameron said, “who the fuck are you people, and why are you in my house?”


I struggled against the two women holding me down, but these bitches were stronger than they looked. Maybe it was the claiming that did it, gave them some kind of adrenaline boost when their master was threatened. Or maybe they just worked out. Either way, I couldn’t break free, and it was driving me fucking crazy.


Edward stood with his hands raised, face calm despite having a gun pointed at his friend’s head. Always the professional.


“We’re just here for one of your girls,” Edward said, voice steady. “Olivia Appleton. Daughter of a friend. That’s all we want.”


Cameron let out a laugh that made my skin crawl. “Are you fucking serious?” He adjusted his grip on the gun, pressing it harder against Gabriel’s temple. “You broke into my house, threatened me… for what? A girl who’s already claimed?” He shook his head, smirking. “She’s mine now, dipshit. What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? That she’d want to go with you? That’s not how this works.”


“Her father just wants to know she’s safe,” Edward said.


“Her father,” Cameron repeated, drawing out the word like it tasted funny. “Her father doesn’t matter anymore. I’m all that matters to her now.” He glanced toward the hallway with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is she? Why didn’t she come running when she heard the commotion?”


Edward’s expression didn’t change. “She’s in the front bedroom. I tied her up.”


Cameron’s face split into a grin. “Tied her up, huh? She likes that, you know. Pretty slutty, even for a claimed girl. Even for an art student.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Gotta say, though, this is the end of the road for you idiots. Can’t have people breaking into my home and getting away with it. Sets a bad precedent.”


While he was talking, I noticed the tough-looking brunette, the one who’d hesitated earlier, watching Cameron with something strange in her eyes. Not devotion. Something else. But I didn’t have time to figure it out. All I could think about was how to save Edward. Nothing else mattered. Not Gabriel, not Olivia, not myself. Just Edward.


It was strange, feeling this intensity of purpose. Even when I’d been in combat zones, I’d never felt this single-minded. The claiming had rewired something in my brain, focused everything on him. I knew if I could just break free, I’d tear Cameron apart with my bare hands before he could hurt Edward. But the women holding me were strong, and I knew if I made a move, Cameron would shoot Gabriel, then Edward. I couldn’t risk it.


“Listen,” Edward said, his voice taking on a pleading tone I’d never heard before. “We’re part of a large faction. People are expecting us back. If we don’t return, they’ll come looking.”


Cameron sighed dramatically, looking at his women. “Well, girls, this is actually good timing. We were planning to move anyway, right?” He turned his attention back to Gabriel, pressing the gun barrel against his forehead. “Any last words, asshole?”


What happened next seemed to unfold in slow motion.


The tough brunette suddenly lunged for Gabriel’s gun, which had fallen to the floor during the struggle. In one fluid motion, she snatched it up, aimed at Cameron, and pulled the trigger.


The shot was deafening in the small room. Cameron’s head snapped back, a red mist spraying from the exit wound as his body crumpled to the floor.


For a heartbeat, nobody moved. Nobody breathed. The women holding me went rigid, their grips loosening as they stared at their dead owner.


What the fuck just happened?


The brunette stood there, gun still raised, a look of shock on her own face, like she couldn’t believe what she’d just done. The other women were frozen, expressions blank, like their brains had just blue-screened.


I understood their shock. Their entire reason for existing had just been erased. The center of their universe, gone. I tried to imagine how I’d feel if someone killed Edward, and my stomach twisted into knots. I’d rather die than live without him. So how the fuck had this woman just killed her own owner?


It shouldn’t have been possible. The programming was too strong. I knew that better than anyone—I could feel it in my bones, this absolute devotion to Edward. I’d die for him in a heartbeat. I’d kill for him without question. But kill him? The very thought made me physically ill.


Yet this woman had just put a bullet through her claimer’s head without hesitation.


“What the fuck?” I finally managed, breaking the silence as I shoved the now-limp women off me and scrambled to my feet.


For a long moment, the room was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears from the gunshot. The other women stood frozen like mannequins, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. It was fucking eerie, like someone had hit a pause button on them while the rest of us kept moving.


The tough brunette recovered first, her hand shaking as she swung the gun toward me, then Edward, then back to me. Panic flashed across her face, like she’d just realized what she’d done and had no fucking clue what came next.


Gabriel, still on the floor, suddenly lunged for her wrist, grabbing it as he blurted out, “You’re mine!”


Holy shit. That was it. She wasn’t claimed. That’s how she could kill Cameron. But instead of transforming into a devoted servant, she yanked her arm away and kicked Gabriel hard in the chest, sending him sprawling backward.


“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she snarled, aiming the gun at his face. “I’m a free woman, and you can fuck yourself. All of you can fuck yourselves!”


Edward raised his hands slowly, taking a cautious step forward. “How is this possible?” he asked, voice calm despite the gun now pointed at him. “Why are you here? Why were you letting that asshole use you if you’re not programmed?”


Her hand trembled, the gun wavering slightly. “I played along,” she said, voice cracking. “On claim day, that fucker was walking around town with a gun. He claimed Jen—” she jerked her head toward one of the still-frozen women “—after threatening to shoot us both. Got close enough to touch me, tried to claim me, but nothing happened.”


She took a shaky breath, words tumbling out faster now. “I pretended it worked. I was afraid he’d kill me if he knew I couldn’t be claimed. At first, I thought about running while everyone slept, but then I heard him talking about what it was like outside. How people looted all the food in town, how dangerous it was.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He kept saying he was going to move us north, to some isolated place where he had food and supplies stockpiled. Wouldn’t tell us where. Said it was a ‘surprise.’”


She wiped her face with her free hand, gun still trained on Edward. “I decided to stay. Play along. I figured I was safer here than out there alone. I’d wait until we got to his secret hideout, then kill the fucker and lay low.”


“So why help us now?” Edward asked quietly. “Why not let him kill us?”


Her gun lowered slightly, tears now streaming down her face. Her whole body was shaking. “I couldn’t let him kill you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you said you were looking for Olivia for her father… I just…” She shook her head, then suddenly spat on Cameron’s corpse. “That disgusting piece of shit. He didn’t deserve to live another fucking minute.”


A sound from my left made me whip around. One of the formerly frozen women was moving, blinking rapidly like she was waking up from a deep sleep. She looked around the room, eyes landing on Cameron’s body, and let out a strangled cry.


“What… what?” she gasped, backing away. “Holy shit!”


Another woman snapped out of it, then another, each reacting with confusion and panic. I tensed, ready for them to attack us in some kind of vengeful frenzy, but instead, they just seemed terrified and disoriented. Some ran from the room, while others pressed themselves against the wall, as far from us as they could get.


One of them, the redhead who’d helped hold me down, stared at Edward with wide, horrified eyes as he took a step toward her.


“Please,” she begged, voice breaking. “Please don’t claim me!” Then she bolted, following the others who’d fled.


What the actual fuck?


“Holy shit,” Gabriel said, climbing to his feet and staring after the fleeing women. “Cameron’s death unclaimed them. They’re free again.”


My brain struggled to process this. Death breaks the claiming? That wasn’t in the fucking manual.


Edward nodded slowly, processing this. “Olivia didn’t witness Cameron’s death. We need to show her his body. Unclaim her too.”


Gabriel’s face lit up with an expression I’d never seen before: a kind of manic excitement that made him look almost feverish. “No, wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “We shouldn’t do that yet.”


He aimed his phone at Cameron’s corpse, the camera flash illuminating the grotesque scene. The free woman flinched, raising the gun again.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she demanded.


Gabriel ignored her, turning to Edward. “Ramona and Phoebe need an unclaimed woman to study under the MRI, right? To understand what happens during claiming.”


Edward frowned. “Yeah, that’s why we should show Olivia the body. She’ll be unclaimed, come with us willingly, and then they can claim her back at Echelon while she’s in the MRI.”


“Echelon?” the tough woman interrupted, gun lowering slightly. “The research institute? Is that where you’re from?” Confusion and curiosity flickered across her face.


Gabriel waved her off, still focused on Edward. “You don’t get it,” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “If we can scan Olivia’s brain when we tell her Cameron is dead, we’ll get a scan of her brain during the unclaiming process. Don’t you see? We might be able to reproduce the effect artificially. We could unclaim women without having to kill their claimers!”


The way he said it, like he’d just discovered fucking electricity or something, made my skin crawl. But I could see the logic. If they could figure out how to break the claiming without killing the claimer, it would change everything.


I looked at the free woman, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening now. She’d survived six days pretending to be claimed, letting that asshole use her, all to stay alive. And now she’d saved our lives.


“What’s your name?” I asked her.


She hesitated, then said, “Charlotte. Charlotte Corbin.”


I looked at Charlotte, still holding the gun but looking more confused than threatening. Time to level with her.


“Look, I don’t expect you to believe me… I’m not a free woman like you,” I said with a smirk. “But we’re really from Echelon. There’s a whole team of scientists there working on freeing women from this claiming bullshit.”


A tiny flicker of unease passed through me as I said it but I pushed the thought away. Didn’t matter. Edward believed in the mission, so I did too.


Charlotte lowered the gun further, but kept it ready. “Bullshit,” she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced it was.


Edward stepped forward, hands still raised. “It’s true. We have two unclaimed women leading the project. They figured out something was happening weeks before the Blackout and kept themselves protected from the programming.”


Gabriel’s eyes suddenly widened. “Wait... How did you protect yourself from the programming?” he asked Charlotte eagerly. “Were you having an MRI when the Blackout happened?”


Charlotte snorted. “No, genius. I was flying.”


I frowned. “Flying? What the hell does that mean?”


“I’m a pilot,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I work for Mountain Air Charter. We do small cargo runs, emergency medical transports, rich tourists wanting to see the Rockies. I was in the air when it happened.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even know anything weird was going on until I heard it over the radio chatter.”


Edward and Gabriel exchanged a look that screamed “holy shit.”


“So what? She was protected because she was in the air?” Edward asked, clearly trying to piece together whatever this meant.


Gabriel shook his head. “No... It wouldn’t have made a difference.” He turned to Charlotte. “Maybe you didn’t get the virus?”


“Virus?” Charlotte’s grip on the gun tightened again. “What virus?”


Edward shook his head. “We need to get Olivia and get out of here. It’s late, and those unclaimed women running around might attract attention.” He looked at Charlotte. “You’re welcome to come with us. You’ll be safe at Echelon.”


“You absolutely need to come,” Gabriel insisted, that manic energy still radiating off him. “If you’re somehow immune to the claiming, you might hold the key to a cure.”


Charlotte looked uneasy, but I could see her weighing her options. Finally, she lowered the gun completely. “Fine. But I don’t consent to any fucking dissection, got it?”


“Jesus, nobody’s dissecting anyone,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“We’re scientists, not monsters,” Gabriel added with a smirk.


Edward nodded. “You’ll be treated with respect. You have my word.”


Charlotte glanced down at her naked body, as if just remembering her state of undress. “I should probably grab my clothes first.”


While she went to find something to wear, the three of us headed toward the bedroom where Olivia was supposedly tied up. As we approached the door, Gabriel grabbed Edward’s arm, leaning in to whisper urgently.


“She shouldn’t see Cameron’s dead body,” he said. “We shouldn’t even mention his death. She might have heard the gunshot, but she has no way of knowing what happened. It needs to stay that way.”


I looked at Edward, suddenly remembering how this whole shitshow started. “What the fuck happened anyway? Why’d you cause such a mess to begin with?”


Edward looked uncomfortable. “I found Olivia alone in the bedroom, sorting through clothes on the floor. I managed to grab her, put my hand over her mouth, and tie her up.” He patted the small pack at his waist where he kept zip ties and other security gear. “But then that other girl, the one with the short hair, walked in. I aimed my gun at her, told her to stay quiet or I’d shoot, but she just lunged for the gun.”


I shook my head. “That was stupid. Claimed women care about their owner first, not themselves. You can’t threaten them like normal people.” It was weird explaining this to Edward, but he’d never been claimed. He didn’t understand how it felt, how everything inside you reorganized around one person.


Edward grimaced. “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick.”


He pushed open the bedroom door, and there was Olivia Appleton, tied to a chair with zip ties, a cloth gag in her mouth. Her eyes blazed with fury as she thrashed against her restraints, screaming muffled curses through the gag. Her chestnut hair with those teal-colored ends was a wild mess, and her face was flushed with rage.


She looked nothing like the smiling girl in Gabriel’s photo. She looked like she wanted to murder us all.


I sighed, though I couldn’t help feeling a little amused. This was going to be a fun ride home.


“Let’s get her in the van and get out of here.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 28: Stolen Balance


04/11/2025 — Ramona


I slammed my palm against the stainless steel counter, making the coffee mug jump and spill onto my notes. “Goddamn it!” I snapped, grabbing a handful of tissues to blot the spreading stain. “This is absolutely unacceptable behavior. I did not sanction this expedition!”


Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up at my language. In the three years we’d worked together, she’d rarely heard me curse. A small, inappropriate smile played at the corner of her mouth.


“Are you finding this amusing, Dr. Conrad?” I demanded, crumpling the soggy tissues into a ball.


“Not at all,” she said, though her expression betrayed her. “Well, maybe a little. I’ve never heard you say ‘goddamn’ before.”


Phoebe leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Look, I agree it was stupid and reckless. But Ramona, the results…” She gestured toward the monitors. “They found out how to unclaim women. They brought back Cedric’s daughter with a way to scan both the unclaiming and claiming processes. And they found a woman who’s immune. That’s four major breakthroughs in one unauthorized field trip.”


I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. “I acknowledge the value of these results,” I said carefully. “But them getting lucky against all odds does not diminish the fact that they disobeyed direct orders, went behind our backs, and embarked on an extremely dangerous mission with minimal planning and no backup.”


“But—”


“No,” I cut her off. “Just because they won the lottery doesn’t mean buying a ticket was smart. It was a bad decision independent of the results. That’s basic risk assessment, Phoebe. You know this.”


She sighed, conceding the point. “You’re right. But we still get to reap the benefits of their stupidity.”


I turned my attention to the monitor displaying the feed from the old MRI room upstairs. Charlotte Corbin lay inside the machine, her expression uneasy even from this distance. Dr. Kaori Dressen stood behind the controls, looking exhausted. Unsurprising, given it was 4:37 AM. Duncan hovered nearby, arms crossed.


“Please stop moving, Ms. Corbin,” Dr. Dressen’s voice came through the speakers, tension evident in her tone.


“Sorry,” Charlotte replied. “Not a fan of tight spaces.”


On the adjacent monitor, brain scan images appeared in real-time. Phoebe leaned closer, her fingers tracing a pattern on the screen. She suddenly straightened, pointing to a dark area in the temporal lobe.


“There,” she said. “That’s interesting.”


She grabbed the microphone and pressed the button. “Ms. Corbin, this is Dr. Phoebe Conrad. I’m one of the lead researchers here at Echelon. Are you aware that you’ve suffered a brain aneurysm at some point in your past?”


Charlotte’s voice came through with a hint of confusion. “Oh, hi there, Dr. Conrad. Pleasure to meet you at stupid o’clock in the morning.” Her sarcasm was evident. “And yes, I’m well aware. Had one when I was sixteen. Got lucky. My mom’s a nurse and recognized the symptoms. They got me to the hospital in time. Had some rehab, but made a full recovery. Well, mostly. My sense of smell isn’t what it used to be.”


“Thank you,” Phoebe said, releasing the microphone button. She turned to me, pointing again at the scan. “This is why she’s immune. Look at the damage pattern here. The matrix created by the virus is incomplete. It couldn’t form properly because of the pre-existing damage to these neural pathways.”


I studied the scan, seeing what she meant. The thin web-like structure we’d observed in claimed women’s brains showed clear gaps and malformations in Charlotte’s temporal lobe.


“Can we use this?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


Phoebe’s expression fell. “I don’t think so. Charlotte just got lucky. The matrix is just the decoder. Even if we disrupt it, and we’re talking about causing brain damage, it would just prevent future programming, not cancel the current one.” She tapped the screen. “But it does mean there are probably other women out there who remained free because of similar brain damage. Stroke survivors, trauma patients, maybe even certain types of epilepsy patients.”


I turned back to the monitor showing Charlotte in the MRI. Another immune woman. Another piece of the puzzle. Despite my anger at Gabriel and Edward’s recklessness, I couldn’t deny the value of what they’d brought us.


I watched the monitors as Charlotte was escorted from the MRI room, looking tired but relieved to be finished with the scan. Dr. Dressen followed, rubbing her eyes and muttering something about coffee.


I pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling the beginnings of a migraine forming behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights of the MRI room weren’t helping. We only had a moment before Edward and Gabriel would arrive with Olivia, and my mind was racing through everything Duncan had shared with us earlier.


“So,” Phoebe said, breaking the silence as she adjusted settings on the monitor, “are we going to talk about what Edward and Duncan told us?”


I sighed, leaning against the counter. “About Tristan and Dr. Smith? Or about Gabriel’s apparent breakdown over Wendy?”


“All of it.” Phoebe’s voice was tight with disgust. “Tristan is clearly sleeping with Portia. Smith has apparently turned Lenore into his personal plaything, and who knows what he’s been doing with the others. And Gabriel…” She shook her head. “Men. They really can’t keep it in their pants even when the future of humanity depends on it.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, trying to maintain some objectivity. “From what Duncan and Edward described, these claimed women aren’t passive participants. They actively pursue, seduce, manipulate.”


“That’s not an excuse,” Phoebe snapped.


“No, it’s an explanation,” I countered. “We’re asking these men to work against constant temptation. Women they’ve claimed are literally throwing themselves at them, day and night. And meanwhile, the world is collapsing around us.” I gestured toward the ceiling, toward the world beyond our protected bunker. “For all practical purposes, it’s the end of the world.”


Phoebe turned away from the monitor, her face flushed with anger. “So what? We just let it slide? Let them have their harems while we work ourselves to death trying to save humanity?” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “I give it two weeks, maybe less, before they stop caring about finding a cure at all. Why would they?”


“I agree,” I said quietly. “But perhaps we need to change our approach. Offer a compromise.”


Phoebe stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “A compromise? Are you fucking kidding me?” Her voice rose, uncharacteristically vulgar. “What kind of compromise did you have in mind, Ramona? We’ll free women but keep them sexually available? Program them to offer free blowjobs as compensation for men’s loss of property?”


I kept my expression neutral despite her outburst. “No. We will free women completely. That goal is non-negotiable. But perhaps there’s a way to make the transition less brutal, for women’s sake as much as for men’s.”


The speakers on the desk crackled. Through the observation window, we could now see Edward and Gabriel enter the MRI room, struggling with Olivia Appleton, who thrashed against their grip like a wild animal.


“Let me go! Take me back to him! I need to go back to Cameron!” Her screams echoed through the speakers, making me wince.


They managed to force her onto the MRI table, Gabriel holding her shoulders while Edward secured the straps across her limbs. She bucked against the restraints, her face contorted with desperation. I noticed Gabriel had something clutched in his hand, a folded piece of paper he kept behind his back.


“Are we good?” Edward asked, tightening the final strap.


Gabriel nodded, and Edward left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Dressen returned, taking her position at the controls with a fresh cup of coffee in hand.


“If she keeps screaming like that, the scan is going to be useless,” she complained, adjusting the settings. “Too much motion artifact.”


Gabriel leaned over Olivia, his voice calm but firm. “You need to be still. It will only take a few minutes, and then your brain will process the unclaiming.”


From the camera aimed at the inside of the MRI, we could see Olivia’s eyes widened in terror. “Unclaiming? No! No, please! I need to go back to Cameron! Please don’t do this!” Her voice broke into sobs, tears streaming down her face. “I’ll do anything! Please!”


Beside me, Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “God, it’s disturbing to watch,” she whispered. “Look how desperate she is to return to her abuser.”


“It’s not her fault,” I replied, keeping my voice clinical despite the knot in my stomach.


Dr. Dressen initiated the scan, but the images coming through were blurred by Olivia’s constant movement. The girl’s screams had become incoherent pleas, punctuated by sobs.


Gabriel raised his voice to be heard over her cries. “Olivia! Cameron is dead!”


She froze for just a second before resuming her struggles. “You’re lying! Take me back to him! He needs me!”


Gabriel unfolded the paper, a printed photograph, and held it in front of her face. She turned away, refusing to look. He persisted, pushing it closer to her inside the metal cylinder of the MRI.


“Look at it, Olivia. Look at him.”


Finally, she glanced at the image, but shook her head violently. “No! It’s fake! You’re lying!”


Gabriel’s expression hardened with determination. “You heard the gunshot, Olivia. You know it’s true. We shot him. He’s dead. Why do you think you’re here? Why didn’t Cameron or his other women stop us? Did you see any of them when we left the house?”


Olivia’s movements slowed, her eyes widening as the reality began to sink in. Her body went completely still, her mouth open in a silent scream. On the monitor, the MRI images suddenly sharpened, revealing clear, detailed scans of her brain activity.


“Oh my god,” Phoebe breathed, leaning forward. “This is it. We’re recording the unclaiming process in real-time.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, marking timestamps and regions of interest. “Look at the activity in the limbic system—and there, in the prefrontal cortex. If we can properly translate the programming signal, understand its language, we could potentially trigger this sequence through VLF transmission. We could unclaim women at will.”


I nodded, watching the patterns of neural activity with a surge of hope. “This could be the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”


On the table, Olivia remained frozen, her eyes fixed on some distant point. Then, a minute later, slowly, she began to move again, blinking rapidly as if waking from a dream. She looked around the MRI tube in confusion, then toward Gabriel, though she could only see part of him from her position.


“Where am I?” Her voice was small, fragile. “What happened? Oh god, I remember… everything. He made me…” She broke off, a sob catching in her throat. “Where’s my dad? I want my dad.”


I pressed the microphone button. “Gabriel, we have what we need for now. Please inform us as soon as Cedric returns. We’d like to put Olivia under the scanner again to observe her brain activity when her father claims her.”


Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He stood staring at Olivia, his expression conflicted, almost pained. Then he looked directly at the camera.


“Keep recording,” he said.


Before I could process what was happening, Gabriel reached out and grabbed Olivia’s ankle, his fingers wrapping around the bare skin where her sock had slipped down.


“You’re mine,” he said clearly.


We both stared at the monitor displaying Olivia’s brain activity, watching in horrified fascination as the patterns shifted, neural pathways lighting up in the now-familiar sequence of the claiming process.


Olivia’s crying stopped abruptly. She blinked, looking up at Gabriel with a completely transformed expression—calm, attentive, almost serene.


“Yes, I understand,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears still wet on her cheeks. “I’m yours.”


Beside me, Phoebe gasped. “Did he just—?”


“Yes,” I whispered, too shocked to raise my voice.
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 40 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 40 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 41 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 29: Clear Cut Arguments


Cedric


I stumbled into Echelon’s atrium like a man possessed, my boots leaving mud tracks on that fancy polished floor. Three days. Three fucking days I’d been out there, sleeping in my truck, pissing in bottles, and chasing down every lead on that license plate. I stank like a septic tank explosion and looked worse—hadn’t shaved, barely ate, just burning with that desperate fire every parent knows when their kid’s in danger.


Duncan was talking with Salvador by the entrance, both of them looking all official and shit. They both froze mid-sentence when they spotted me. Their eyes went wide as dinner plates.


“Jesus Christ, Appleton,” Duncan said, wrinkling his nose. “You look like—”


“Where is she?” I cut him off, my voice hoarse from not enough sleep. Didn’t have time for pleasantries or whatever the hell Duncan was trying to say. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.


“Cedric, there’s something you should know—” Duncan started, but I was already in his face.


“WHERE. IS. SHE?” Each word felt like gravel in my throat.


Duncan sighed, rubbing his forehead. “They’re in Gabriel’s office.”


I didn’t wait for more, just pushed past them both. My heart was hammering in my chest. They found her, they actually found her. Part of me was relieved, but another part was pissed as hell. Gabriel went after my little girl without even telling me? What gave him the right?


I stormed through the corridors, people jumping out of my way. Didn’t know if it was my size or my smell doing the job, didn’t care either. When I reached Gabriel’s office, his secretary, Alva, jumped up from her desk.


“Mr. Appleton! You can’t just—” she protested, but I was already shoving the door open.


And there she was. My Olivia. Sitting on the edge of Gabriel’s desk, not tied up, not screaming for her “master” like I expected. Just sitting there, looking a little anxious when she saw me, that same look she used to give me when she was twelve and broke one of Sarah’s china plates. Gabriel was behind his desk, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, jaw clenched tight.


I didn’t think. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled my daughter into my arms, crushing her against my chest. The tears came then, hot and sudden, soaking into her hair as I kissed her forehead.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, baby girl,” I choked out. “Everywhere. I thought—I thought I’d lost you.”


She hugged me back, and it felt like the world started turning again.


I turned to Gabriel, still holding Olivia with one arm. “You should’ve fucking told me,” I growled. “I went to see that piece of shit Sheriff, ready to sell my soul to get her back. Let him bring me on a tour of his airfield, licking his fucking boots so he’d give me information. And you know what that bastard told me? That you’d already made a deal with him. That you already had the info on the fucker who took her.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Bumped into Miles at the gate on my way in. He told me how you went in during the night. Didn’t think I deserved a phone call?”


Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Besides, phones are dead, if you haven’t noticed. We thought it was now or never.”


I hesitated, my anger deflating like a punctured tire. With a heavy sigh, I hugged Olivia again, breathing in her familiar scent beneath the antiseptic smell of the institute.


“Thanks,” I muttered to Gabriel, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “For getting her back. I mean it.” Still pissed, but I wasn’t raised to be ungrateful.


That’s when I noticed it—Olivia’s eyes flicking toward Gabriel, just for a second. A quick glance, checking in with him like she was making sure she was doing the right thing. My heart started hammering against my ribs, a cold sweat breaking out across my back.


I pushed her away slightly, holding her at arm’s length. “Wait a minute. Why isn’t she trying to get back to the asshole who claimed her?” My voice was steady, but my hands were shaking. “She should be begging to go back to him right now.”


Gabriel’s smirked nervously, a tic making his cheek jump. “Turns out, if a claimed woman finds out her owner is dead, it breaks the bond. Unclaims her completely.”


Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by shock as the implications sank in. “You killed him?” The words came out in a horrified whisper.


“I didn’t,” Gabriel said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. Someone else did. But yes, we unclaimed Olivia.”


I looked back at my daughter, gratitude washing over me despite the horror of knowing a man had been killed. This is where we were now, murder as mercy. But something still wasn’t right. The way she kept glancing at Gabriel, the attentive tilt of her head, the eager-to-please posture. It was exactly how Wendy looked at me now, constantly checking, always seeking approval.


“Is she...” My mouth went dry. “Is she still unclaimed?”


Gabriel leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head, looking like the cat that got the cream. “Don’t worry. I instructed her to be here for you.”


For a moment, I just stood there, my brain struggling to process his words. Like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. Then it clicked, and white-hot rage exploded behind my eyes.


“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I lunged across the desk, hands outstretched for his throat. I was going to kill him, right there in his fancy office with his fancy fucking smirk.


But Olivia moved faster than I’d ever seen her move, placing herself between us. Her face was set in that stubborn expression I knew so well—the one she’d worn when she was sixteen and I’d tried to ground her for staying out past curfew.


“Dad, stop it!” Her voice was firm, determined. “I won’t let you hurt him. Back off. Now.”


I almost pushed her aside. Almost raised my hand to her. The impulse was so strong it terrified me, and I staggered backward, collapsing against the wall and sliding down until I was sitting on the floor. My little girl—my Olivia—was protecting him. Protecting the man who’d stolen her mind.


“Are you okay?” she asked Gabriel as he stood up, straightening his shirt, still breathing hard from the scare.


“I’m fine, Olivia. Thank you.”


“This is about Wendy, isn’t it?” I said, my voice hollow. “This is fucked up, Gabriel. This is fucked up.” I looked up at him, suddenly exhausted. “Why? What do you want from me?”


Something changed in Gabriel’s face then. The smugness faded, replaced by something raw. “I want my wife back.”


A harsh laugh escaped me, surprising even myself. “I can’t give her back to you. Unless you want to kill me so you can claim her yourself?” I gestured toward Olivia. “Just like you can’t give me my daughter back now.”


Gabriel sighed, running a hand through his hair. I saw real emotion there: frustration, pain, maybe even a hint of regret.


“At least now you understand how I feel about Wendy,” he said quietly. “Now we both have to live with this. Now there’s balance—not just you having complete power over my wife. Even if you never intended to mess with her, with me, with our marriage... you could have. At any moment. You could have indulged.” He glanced at Olivia, guilt flashing across his face. “I took no pleasure in doing this, but I had to protect myself. Protect Wendy.”


I was too tired to stand, too drained to throw another punch. “You better fix this,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You, Ramona, Phoebe—all your brilliant scientists better fix this mess fast, because if you don’t...” I let the threat hang in the air between us, unfinished but unmistakable.


Gabriel collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his face with both hands. “I want you to get Wendy to be here for me again, like before. And Olivia will be here for you. That’s the deal.”


I opened my mouth to argue that Olivia wouldn’t really be here for me, she’d just be doing what he wanted—but the words died in my throat as I realized this was exactly what had been driving Gabriel crazy about Wendy. The irony was like acid in my gut.


“See?” Gabriel said, clearly reading my thoughts on my face. “You get it now.”


I looked up at my daughter, standing beside Gabriel like a loyal soldier.


“Fine,” I said finally, forcing the word out through clenched teeth. “I’ll instruct Wendy to be back with you. However you want.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said, his relief evident in his voice, then nodded toward Olivia.


She came to me then, kneeling beside me on the floor, her hand on my arm. “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still me.” Her voice was gentle, so familiar it hurt. “I’m still your daughter. Nothing’s changed that.”


I looked into her eyes, Sarah’s eyes, and saw both my little girl and this new person she’d become. Both Olivia and not-Olivia. Just like Wendy was both Wendy and not-Wendy.


“Please,” I said to Gabriel as I struggled to my feet, my body feeling twenty years older than when I’d walked in. “Please don’t hurt her.”


Gabriel’s face was solemn. “I won’t hurt Olivia. I would never do that. You know that.”


“I’m not talking about Olivia,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m talking about Wendy.”
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 35 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 35 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 34 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 39 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 39 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 40 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 30: A Dark Alternative


Lenore


The makeshift quarters Bernard Smith had commandeered for us were tucked away in the old storage wing of Echelon’s east building: a forgotten space he’d transformed with surprising efficiency. Two connecting rooms: one a living area with mismatched furniture scavenged from various offices, the other a bedroom dominated by a king-sized mattress dragged from who-knows-where. The windows were covered with heavy blackout curtains, not just for privacy but because Bernard insisted the darkness helped him think. “My little sanctuary,” he called it, away from prying eyes and the chaos consuming the rest of the facility.


I look toward Bernard’s “throne”: an oversized leather executive chair salvaged from the boardroom—as Petra and Kaori worked in tandem between his legs. My fingers circled lazily between my thighs, putting on the show he enjoyed while my mind raced with calculations and possibilities. Petra’s sleek black bob swayed as she moved, her angular features and perpetually stern expression somehow enhanced by her current activity. Beside her, Kaori’s delicate features and smaller frame created a striking contrast, the computational scientist’s long black hair falling forward as she worked.


“No, no, use more tongue at the base,” Petra scolded, pulling back to demonstrate with clinical precision. “Like this.”


Kaori looked up apologetically, first at Petra, then at Bernard. “Sorry...”


Bernard chuckled, his heavyset frame shaking slightly as he patted Petra’s head. “Always the perfectionist, aren’t you, Petra?” Petra’s expression softened at his approval, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


“Gabriel and his power struggles...” Bernard continued, barely breaking his train of thought despite the attention he was receiving. “charging off to rescue Appleton’s daughter. It’s actually good news, despite the risk. The fact that death breaks the claiming bond? That’s valuable data.”


Bernard grunted, leaning back. “You should have seen Ramona and Phoebe when Edward told them about the meth ingredients and the Sheriff. Absolutely livid. Ramona looked ready to dissect Gabriel on the spot.” He grinned, running his fingers through Petra’s hair. “They’re both so fucking hot when they’re angry, all that righteous indignation wasted on women who can’t be claimed.”


“You’re right,” I agreed, watching his eyes darken as I increased my pace. “But now that we know claiming can be broken by death, should we consider taking more… direct actions? Get rid of some competition? Expand your collection?” The words flowed naturally, the question as normal to me as discussing dinner plans.


Bernard’s expression turned thoughtful, even as his breathing quickened. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lenore. Always thinking ahead.” He gestured for Kaori to focus on a particular spot, guiding her with his hand. “But for now, we stick with the plan. Besides, now that they have brain scans of the unclaiming process, our teams might figure out how to replicate it without the mess. No, we keep playing along, see how it develops.”


I smiled. “I can’t wait. You deserve more. After all, you only have three women.” I slid my fingers deeper, performing for him while preparing myself for what would come next. “Seems a bit unfair to me.”


He moaned, half from pleasure and half from amusement. “Sadly, I only got the scraps during Claim Day. The chaos of it all.” He shook his head ruefully. “But we’ll fix that eventually.” His eyes gleamed with anticipation. “I can’t wait to get Elaine. Complete the set.” He spoke of my fiancée like she was the missing piece in a collection, the twin action figure still in its original packaging. I too couldn’t help but see her that way now, because he did.


Bernard pushed Petra and Kaori away suddenly, gesturing toward me. “Come here. Bend over.”


I didn’t hesitate, positioning myself against the desk he’d repurposed as a side table. “I can’t wait for you to get Elaine,” I said with a smirk, looking back over my shoulder. “She’s as lesbian as they come, but she’s smart. She can learn.” I arched my back invitingly. “Just like I did.”


Bernard positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed inside with a satisfied grunt. He snapped his fingers at Petra and Kaori. “You two. Make out. Now.”


The women complied immediately, Petra taking the lead as always, cupping Kaori’s face with surprising gentleness.


“Look at that,” Bernard laughed, his rhythm steady as he watched them. “They’re learning too. Two straight women being gay just for me. I bet you never did anything this hot for your husband, did you, Petra?”


Petra broke the kiss long enough to answer playfully, “Never, Bernard. Only for you.” Her words were punctuated by a theatrical moan as she pulled Kaori closer, both of them clearly performing for his benefit.


“This fucking mess out there,” Bernard grunted, his pace increasing as his thoughts returned to Echelon’s situation. “Gabriel’s losing his shit. Guy’s unstable.” His fingers dug deeper into my flesh. “He better calm down or it’s going to be an even bigger clusterfuck. I don’t want us to have to make our move sooner than necessary.”


I pushed back against him, my mind simultaneously processing his words and calculating what they meant for our future. The electromagnetic physicist in me never stopped working, even as the claimed woman performed her role perfectly.


“Fuck,” Bernard groaned, his rhythm faltering as he reached his climax, spilling inside me with a final thrust that pushed me against the desk. “That’s it. That’s my girl.”
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 31: Cold War


04/13/2025 — Wendy


I knocked on Cedric’s door, my knuckles rapping against the wood with more force than I’d intended. My heart fluttered in my chest like a trapped bird. Gabriel’s smug face from yesterday still burned in my memory—the way he’d sauntered into our apartment, practically glowing with satisfaction as he told me he’d claimed Olivia. He hadn’t even tried to hide that it was a power play, a calculated move to force Cedric’s hand. “Your precious Cedric will have to make a choice now,” he’d said, his voice dripping with vindictive pleasure. “He can’t have both his daughter and my wife.”


The thought of what was coming made my stomach turn. Cedric would have to give me back to Gabriel, as fully as possible, anyway, since Cedric would always remain the center of my universe. The very idea disgusted me. I smoothed my blouse, trying to calm my nerves. I loved Gabriel, I reminded myself. Or I did... Before the claiming. Before everything changed. But now? Now the thought of returning to him felt like a betrayal of everything I was.


“Come in,” Cedric called, and I pushed the door open. The apartment was larger than his previous accommodation: a spacious room with two beds. But I barely registered the surroundings because my eyes immediately found Olivia, perched on the bed nearest the window. Sunlight streamed in behind her, casting her in a golden glow that seemed cruelly ironic given the circumstances.


“Wendy!” Olivia exclaimed, her face lighting up with a smile that would have fooled anyone who didn’t know better. But I did know better. I recognized the careful calculation behind her eyes, the same calculation I felt in my own expression as I smiled back. We were both playing parts in a performance, and we both knew it.


“Olivia,” I said warmly, crossing the room to embrace her. “I’ve been so worried about you.” The lie slipped easily from my lips. I hadn’t been worried about Olivia at all. I’d been worried about Cedric, about how his concern for his daughter was tearing him apart. As we hugged, there was a stiffness between us, an awareness that we were no longer what we had been to each other. Once, I had been almost a mother to her. Now, we were potential enemies bound by competing loyalties.


“I’m so glad to see you’re safe,” I continued, pulling back to look at her. “When I heard what happened… that you found your way back to your father… I was relieved. I hope that man—” I carefully avoided the word ‘owner,’ knowing it would upset Cedric “—wasn’t too rough with you.”


Olivia’s eyes met mine, and I saw the understanding there. She knew I didn’t actually care what had happened to her, just as I knew she didn’t care about it either.


“It was pretty bad,” Olivia said, her voice carefully modulated to convey just enough pain to her father to be credible without seeming traumatized. “He had other girls there. He made us do things…” She glanced at her father, then back to me. “But I’m okay now. I’m just glad to be back with Dad.” Another lie—she didn’t care about being with her father. She cared about fulfilling Gabriel’s wishes, whatever they might be.


Cedric shifted uncomfortably behind us. I could feel his unease, sense that on some level he recognized the falseness of our exchange. His eyes darted between us, brow furrowed slightly.


“I had a talk with Gabriel yesterday,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking about it all night, and we need to discuss some things.” He turned to Olivia, his expression softening slightly. “Baby, could you give us a few minutes alone? Maybe grab us some of those protein bars Duncan brought back?”


I watched Olivia’s face carefully. A flicker of unease crossed her features before she masked it with casual indifference. “I’m not really hungry,” she said, settling more firmly on the bed. “And I’m pretty tired. I can just rest here while you guys talk.”


The subtext was clear to me: she wanted to stay so she could report back to Gabriel about the details of our conversation.


Cedric’s expression hardened. “Olivia,” he said, his voice firmer now. “I need to speak with Wendy alone. Please go to the cafeteria.”


I could see the conflict in her eyes: Gabriel’s instructions versus the need to appear obedient to her father. She hesitated, then slid off the bed with forced casualness. “Fine...” She walked out, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.


We both listened to her footsteps fading down the hallway before I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Cedric and I stared at each other for a long, uncomfortable moment. The tension in the room was palpable.


“This is fucked up,” I blurted out, unable to contain myself any longer. “What Gabriel did, claiming Olivia, it’s disgusting. It’s blackmail. You can’t let him pressure you like this. He’s using your daughter as a bargaining chip!”


Cedric held up his hands, clearly not wanting to argue. “It is fucked up,” he agreed, his voice weary. “But I understand why he did it. I may have been trying to protect you, Wendy, but I still claimed my best friend’s wife. I still controlled how you behaved. I made you reject him. Now Gabriel’s made sure it won’t go any further.”


“That’s not fair!” I protested, feeling a surge of indignation on Cedric’s behalf. “You were right to protect me. Gabriel was using me like a fucktoy. He didn’t care about me at all!”


Something in Cedric’s expression darkened. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Wendy,” he said, a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “You think I haven’t noticed how you keep pushing me to go against him? How you make sure I get an eyeful of your body at every opportunity, just making it subtle enough so I can’t outright call you on it? You’re not any different than all the other claimed women, and it’s pretty obvious you’re looking forward to the moment I’ll show weakness and fuck you.”


I felt my cheeks flush with heat. “That’s not… I only want to please you,” I stammered. “I’ve respected all the boundaries you set. I’ve never pushed you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”


Cedric let out a nervous chuckle that held no humor. “Get on your knees and blow me,” he said abruptly.


I blinked, momentarily stunned by the command. But my body was already moving, dropping to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching for his belt. I wasn’t sure why he was asking this now, after a week of keeping me at arm’s length, but a thrill ran through me at the chance to finally please him in the way I’d been longing to.


“Stop,” Cedric sighed as my fingers touched his belt buckle. “Stand up.”


Confused, I rose to my feet, my heart pounding. Had I done something wrong?


“That,” he said, pointing at me, “is exactly why I can understand why Gabriel did what he did. I don’t approve, I’m fucking pissed about it, but I understand.” He ran a hand over his face. “I may have been respectful with you, I may have contained myself, but at any moment I could do anything to you, and you’d happily do it. Point proven. Even when I was trying to be respectful, I was still commanding you to act the way I wanted.” His eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of frustration and resignation. “You told me yourself you didn’t care about being used as a sex toy for Gabriel. I got you to be pissed about it because I was.”


The truth of his words hit me like a physical blow. I’d just undermined my own argument by instantly obeying his command. I felt sick with the realization, caught between my desire to please Cedric and the knowledge that in doing so, I was proving his point.


“And you didn’t just do what I asked,” he continued, “Dressing provocatively, humiliating your husband in front of everyone? I never asked you to do those things.”


I bit my lip. He was right. I was secretly hoping to push Cedric over the edge, hoping that he’d forget his resolve and give in to his desire. Humiliating Gabriel, I had seen it as a way to push them away from each other, to give more reasons for Cedric to keep me for himself. Things would be so much easier if he would. I’d been sowing the seeds of temptation. I still believed I was right to do it, that it was in his best interest. I could see the desire and love in his eyes, and it hurt me so much that he continued to fight it.


“But that’s just it, Cedric,” I said, trying to keep the frustration from my voice. “Yes, everything you’re saying is true, but for God’s sake, it’s completely irrelevant to this situation. Whether or not I was alright with what Gabriel was doing to me doesn’t matter. You were horrified by it, and you were right to be.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I’m not fooling myself or being manipulative when I say I know my old unclaimed self would have been horrified too. The woman I was before would never have tolerated being treated like that. I don’t care about it anymore. But you do, and I should.”


He was going to give me away against his wishes, because Gabriel was forcing his hand. Pushing his buttons now felt easy. My natural submission to him was taking a back seat to my indignation on his behalf. I couldn’t let him just surrender to the man who had forced him into this position. I wouldn’t be serving him well if I did.


I moved a step closer to him, my hands clenched at my sides. “And what Gabriel did, claiming Olivia? That’s beyond fucked up. Don’t you understand what this means? He could do anything to her now. Anything. He too could ask her to get on her knees, and she would, just as eagerly.” I searched his face, looking for some sign that he understood the gravity of what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that he’ll be tempted? That he’ll push it too far?”


Cedric sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No, because he knows I could do the same with you,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “It’s a cold war, Wendy. We both have nukes, but if one of us uses them, it’s mutually assured destruction. Neither of us will cross that line because we both know what the other is capable of.”


I let out a bitter laugh. “That’s not how cold wars work, Cedric. In a cold war, there’s still war. People spy, infiltrate, put pressure, try to win behind closed doors. They don’t just give in to whatever the other side wants, especially when they know it’s fucked up.” I was pacing now, unable to contain my energy. “That’s how you lose a cold war: by giving up, by giving the enemy anything he wants. That’s what you’re doing right now, letting Gabriel have me without conditions. Why do you think Olivia wanted to stay? She’s spying on us, for him.”


The look on Cedric’s face told me he knew what Olivia was doing, but he still seemed resigned. “Just like you’re spying on Gabriel for me?” he asked quietly.


My stomach twisted. My own arguments were proving his point. What was hurting Cedric now was exactly what had been hurting Gabriel. Part of me could recognize the twisted irony, maybe a hint of genuine pity for the man I used to call my husband. But the rest of me didn’t care. I wasn’t here for Gabriel.


I stopped pacing and faced him directly. “What if he hurts me, huh? What if after a while he’s not just content with his passive fucktoy? What if he grows more violent? What if he hits me?” My voice grew more intense. “After all, he’s already thinking of me as an object. He already thinks I’m not his wife, that his wife is gone. What’s stopping him now? Where’s the limit?”


I could see my words landing. Cedric shifted uncomfortably, his brow furrowed in thought. For a moment, neither of us spoke.


“If he does that,” he finally said, his voice low, “that’s when I’ll act. I still expect you to report to me. If he crosses that line—”


“So that’s it?” I interrupted, incredulous. “I should just wait for Gabriel to hurt me before you do anything about it? When you could impose conditions right now?” I moved closer to him, my eyes locked with his. “Cedric, for now, and until they eventually find a way to free me—” I faltered slightly at that thought, “I’m yours. If you want me back in the arms of my husband, I’ll do that without hesitation, but it’s a fact that you own me. I know you feel responsible for me, and I know you’re unhappy about letting Gabriel do whatever he wants with me.”


Cedric looked away, but nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, Wendy. I don’t see another option here.”


I moved closer still, keeping my posture friendly, non-threatening, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. But I did reach out, placing my hand gently on his arm.


“This is why you need to keep pressure on Gabriel,” I said softly. “Make sure he understands there are limits. Make sure he knows you’re watching, that you’re still in control of this situation.” My fingers tightened slightly on his arm, a gentle emphasis. “Because if you don’t, who will?”


“Alright.” His voice was gruff, but I could see the determination returning to his eyes. “What should I do then?”
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 32: A Hand Over the Button


Gabriel


I gripped Nia’s hips tighter as I thrust into her, watching her slender body respond to every movement. Her shy nature made these moments even more intoxicating—the way she’d blush when I looked directly into her eyes while inside her, how she’d bite her lower lip to stifle her moans until I told her I wanted to hear her. The carpet beneath her bed muffled the rhythmic creaking as I drove into her with increasing intensity.


“Oh God,” she whimpered, her fingers clutching the sheets. “Gabriel, please…”


Across the room, Imani sat cross-legged on her own bed, completely naked, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the blinds. She had papers spread around her, a tablet propped against her knee, completely unbothered by our activities. Her focus was remarkable—almost amusing.


“How can you possibly concentrate with all this going on?” I asked Imani, not breaking my rhythm as Nia writhed beneath me.


Imani looked up from her work and flashed that brilliant smile of hers. “It’s nice, actually,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Helps me focus knowing you’re here, enjoying yourself.” She tilted her head, observing us with academic interest. “I don’t have to worry about whether you’re pleased, I can see you are, so I can just focus on these neural pathway models.” She gestured toward Nia with her stylus. “I bet our shy little molecular biologist feels it even more intensely right now, doesn’t she?”


Nia moaned in response, her eyes half-closed. “Yes,” she gasped as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “It feels so good knowing you’re… ah! …enjoying me, Gabriel.”


The door opened without warning, and Olivia froze in the doorway, her eyes widening at the scene before her. I noticed her immediately but didn’t stop. Under normal circumstances I would have been mortified to have Olivia walk in on me fucking, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I’d made my peace with the idea of facing the consequences of my actions once we figured out a solution to the claiming mess, though the thought of how Olivia would feel about this little encounter once freed did send a shiver of dread down my spine that I quickly dismissed.


Imani looked up, studying Olivia with curious eyes before breaking into a warm smile. “Well, hello there. You must be Olivia, Gabriel’s new acquisition. I’m Imani.” She didn’t bother covering herself or acting embarrassed.


Olivia recovered quickly, smirking as she leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s me,” she said with casual confidence despite the awkward situation. Her eyes drifted to where Nia and I were connected, and her smirk deepened. “Should I, like, join in?” The question was delivered with practiced nonchalance, but I caught the eager curiosity beneath it.


I chuckled, maintaining my rhythm as Nia gasped beneath me. “Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not looking to drive your father completely over the edge.” I met Olivia’s gaze directly. “Besides, you’re more like family to me, kiddo. Always have been.”


Olivia nodded, looking slightly disappointed but not surprised. “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug. “I can come back later if you want to finish up here.”


I was getting close, my movements becoming more urgent as Nia trembled beneath me. “What do you need?” I asked Olivia, my voice rougher than I intended.


“Erm... Sorry. One of your other girls told me where I could find you... Wendy went to see my dad this morning,” Olivia said. “They told me to go get snacks or whatever, but I just pretended to leave. Walked down the hall, then doubled back and listened through the door.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief and pride at her subterfuge.


Imagining the unpleasant conversation between Wendy and Cedric pushed me over the edge. This was it. He was going to give me my wife back. I had left him no choice. I gripped Nia’s hips hard enough to leave marks and drove deep inside her one final time, releasing with a groan. She cried out, her body shuddering beneath mine as she came simultaneously.


I took a moment to catch my breath, then pulled out of Nia, watching with satisfaction as my cum began to leak from her. I turned to Imani with a grin. “Clean her up, would you?”


Imani set her tablet aside with a theatrical sigh. “Always interrupting my work,” she teased, crawling across the carpet toward Nia’s bed. “But I suppose someone has to keep things tidy around here.” She settled between Nia’s legs, giving me a playful wink before lowering her head to lap at the mixture of our fluids.


I pulled on my boxers and turned my full attention to Olivia, suddenly very interested in what she might have overheard. “So?” I asked, gesturing for her to continue.


Olivia settled on the edge of the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance from where Imani was still attending to Nia. I pulled on my pants and sat across from her, eager to hear what she’d learned.


“I couldn’t hear everything clearly,” Olivia began, tucking her hair behind her ear. “But Dad told Wendy she’d have to go back to you. That was pretty clear.”


A wave of satisfaction washed over me. Finally, Cedric was being reasonable. After days of this ridiculous standoff, he was going to return my wife to me.


Imani finished with Nia and sat up, wiping her mouth delicately. “Thank goodness,” she said, her voice warm with genuine relief. “This whole thing with Wendy has been driving us crazy...”


“There’s more, though,” Olivia continued, her expression growing uneasy. “Wendy didn’t take it well. She was really upset about coming back to you.”


I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Cedric’s been filling her head with ideas about how I was mistreating her for days. But it’s not up to her.” I studied Olivia’s face, noticing her continued discomfort. “What else?”


Olivia shifted on the bed. “They said something about a standoff, but then how it wasn’t one? Dad said it was like a cold war, and Wendy said something about how cold wars are fought behind the scenes or whatever.” She frowned, trying to recall the exact words. “She said people spy and put pressure and try to win the war behind closed doors.”


“What?” I felt a surge of anger mixed with disbelief. “A war? Is he fucking serious?” I stood up and began pacing, my mind racing. “I never intended this to be a war. I just wanted to put Cedric in my shoes so he’d stop messing with my wife, so he wouldn’t go any further with her. It was defensive, not offensive!”


The idea that Cedric was viewing this as some kind of strategic conflict infuriated me. I had claimed Olivia as a last resort, a way to protect what was mine after he’d taken Wendy. It was meant to be a standoff, yes, but a standoff that would lead to a peaceful resolution, not some prolonged conflict.


“What the hell is he thinking?” I muttered, more to myself than to the women in the room. “This isn’t a standoff if he’s plotting against me. It’s just—” I broke off, unsure how to finish the thought. Was I being naive? Had I miscalculated how Cedric would respond?


Fear crept in alongside my anger. What was Cedric planning? Should I put more pressure on him through Olivia, or would that just escalate things further? Clearly, he wasn’t being rational about this.


“Did you hear what they’re planning to do?” I asked Olivia, trying to keep my voice steady.


She shook her head. “Not really. They lowered their voices at some point.” She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “But Wendy said something about… about you hurting her.” The words came out reluctantly, as if she knew they would displease me. “She told Dad he needed to protect her, put conditions before giving her back to you.”


“Hurting her?” I stopped pacing, genuinely shocked. “What the hell does that mean? I’ve never hurt Wendy. Never.” The accusation stung more than I wanted to admit. Yes, I’d been treating her poorly since Claim Day, but I’d never been violent with her. She didn’t mind it. She didn’t mind it until Cedric told her what to think. “What kind of conditions?”


Olivia shrugged. “I couldn’t hear that part clearly. Something about limits? Making sure you understand my dad is still in control?”


I paced the room, running a hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of what Olivia was telling me. This was spiraling out of control. What had started as a desperate measure to protect my marriage was turning into some kind of psychological warfare.


“I need to talk to Cedric,” I muttered. “We need to de-escalate this situation before it gets any worse. This isn’t what I wanted.”


Olivia made a frustrated sound, rolling her eyes in that distinctly teenage way. “Dad’s being ridiculous,” she said, her voice sharp with annoyance. “I totally get why you claimed me. You needed a counter-balance. He’s been in love with Wendy for years, you know. Ever since Mom died.”


I stopped pacing. Of course I knew—I’d seen the way he looked at my wife when he thought no one was watching. But hearing it from Olivia, his daughter, hit me like a physical blow. It made it real in a way I hadn’t fully accepted before.


“Even if he hasn’t done anything yet,” Olivia continued, “he owns her now. And if Wendy feels about him the way I feel about you…” She gestured vaguely toward me, her meaning clear. “He’ll be tempted eventually, if he isn’t already. Trust me, I know my dad.”


She leaned forward, her expression intensifying. “If he thinks this is a war, then it’s a war we need to win. Now, before it’s too late.”


I studied her face, unsettled by her determination. “What exactly are you suggesting?”


Olivia thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered the question. “We need to scare him,” she finally said. “Shock him. Show him what could happen. Give him a real taste of your control over me.” Her voice hardened. “He’ll back off then. He won’t risk you messing with me. I promise you that. My dad acts tough, but he hates conflicts, and he loves me. He’d do anything to keep me safe.”


“Jesus, Olivia,” I said, rubbing my temples. The moral quagmire I’d waded into was getting deeper by the second. “I can’t hurt you just to put pressure on Cedric. That’s—that’s not who I am.”


Imani and Nia exchanged uncomfortable glances, clearly unsure whether they should be part of this conversation. I didn’t blame them.


“You don’t need to hurt me,” Olivia said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling eagerness that reminded me this wasn’t really Olivia speaking—it was the claiming. “You just need to use me to illustrate the control you have. Make me do something I would never do. Something so fucked up he’ll realize he can’t win.”


The way she said it, almost eager, sent a chill down my spine. This was the girl I’d watched grow up, Cedric’s daughter, practically family. And now she was offering herself as a weapon in a conflict I never wanted.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, already dreading the answer.
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 42 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 42 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 43 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 33: Wolf Among Them


Bernard


I observed the men around the conference table with clinical detachment. Edward Barrett sat ramrod straight at the head, ever the soldier. Gabriel Ritter slumped in his chair, looking like he’d aged a decade in a week. Duncan Mercer was gesturing animatedly, explaining our resource situation. I maintained my expression of appropriate concern while mentally cataloging each man’s psychological state. Fascinating specimens, all of them.


“With the additional supplies I brought back from my emergency cache,” Duncan was saying, avoiding my eyes as he spoke, “we can stretch our resources for maybe two more weeks. After that, we’ll need to make another supply run.”


I nodded thoughtfully, wondering why we’d abandoned our meetings in the MRI room. Not that I minded. The stench of nervous sweat had become unbearable in that confined space. I suspected our female researchers were growing uncomfortable with the obvious indulgences the men had been allowing themselves. Gabriel, in particular, looked like a psychological case study in progress. Dark circles under his eyes, disheveled appearance, the slight tremor in his hands: clear signs of moral conflict and sleep deprivation.


On the large television mounted on the wall, Phoebe Conrad’s face brightened with uncharacteristic optimism. “So... We’ve made excellent progress on several fronts,” she announced. “First, we now have a solid understanding of the programming language used by the signal and how the matrix created by the virus in women’s brains decodes it.”


She nodded toward Duncan. “Thanks to Duncan and Dr. Dressen getting the old MRI operational, we have recordings of brain activity in claimed women, plus documentation of both the unclaiming and claiming processes. This has given us the basics of the ‘vocabulary’ used in the original signal.”


Her excitement was palpable, even through the screen. “We’re working on creating our own program that we could potentially broadcast to women, effectively restoring them to their normal state. We expect to have it ready by the end of next week. Dr. Vokter at EISCAT is standing by, ready to transmit. ”


The room erupted in cheers and exclamations of relief. I joined in with appropriate enthusiasm, smiling and nodding while internally recalculating. A week. That gave me a precise deadline. Timing would be critical. Too soon and I’d risk losing the tools I needed; too late and I’d miss my window of opportunity entirely.


Ramona Quinn’s face appeared on screen, her expression tempering Phoebe’s enthusiasm. “It is indeed good news,” she said, “but it’s only half of the equation. As long as the matrix remains in women’s brains, they could be reprogrammed again. We’re working on a way to secure the programming.”


She leaned closer to the camera. “The discovery of Charlotte Corbin may have given us some ideas after all. We might be able to modify the original virus to reinfect the population and damage the matrix it created in the first place. It wouldn’t affect women’s cognitive abilities, since the matrix is just the antenna, but it would stop it from working as a proper decoder, and it’s unlikely it could be repaired.”


She glanced off to the side of the screen. “It’s much easier to destroy than repair. Teams One and Three are working on modifying the virus, and it shouldn’t take long, less than a week. All we need to do is essentially break the virus, make it dysfunctional while ensuring it only affects the programming matrix. Then we’ll release it and let it spread again.”


“What if The Source sends its original programming again before our version of the virus has time to spread?” Duncan asked, his brow furrowing. “We can’t just go back and forth like that.”


Ramona nodded, acknowledging the concern. “We might have a way to make sure our programming prevents women from accepting the original programming again. The source would have to modify the way their programming performs its initial handshake with the matrix for it to work again. Thankfully it could buy us some time, maybe enough not to have to worry about that back and forth.”


“There is something else,” Phoebe added, reappearing on the screen. “Simply returning women to normal isn’t enough. We’re concerned about what happens after. The psychological trauma could be significant.”


Everyone around the table sobered. I watched Gabriel sink lower into his seat. Oh dear. Poor Gabriel had been naughty.


“You’re gonna make them forget?” Edward asked, leaning forward.


“No one will forget anything,” Phoebe replied firmly. “Women deserve to know exactly what was done to them!”


Ramona’s face filled the screen. “No, we’re not considering erasing memories, but there might be ways to reduce the impact of traumatic events. The original programming suppresses negative emotions that are not associated with women’s devotion to their owner. We think we know of a way to maintain this emotional numbing in a more controlled way. Women will be free, will remember what happened to them, fully and with lucidity, but the emotional impact of any abuse or humiliation they suffered will not be present.”


So nice of them to consider the trauma of those poor women. Such a waste of time, though.


“And you can do that?” Gabriel asked, looking hopefully at the screen. Our two dear leaders had just offered him salvation. Or maybe a pass on the moral responsibility of future actions. Did Ramona and Phoebe even realize what they were giving us?


“We’re already working on it,” Phoebe confirmed.


Edward leaned forward, hope evident in his typically stoic expression. “So... We can be hopeful that this mess is going to be over soon?”


Ramona’s sudden enthusiasm was unusual. “Yes, while it’s not over, we can be hopeful. We have a clear path forward.” She paused, her expression hardening again. “But remember, even if we free women, society has collapsed. The worst may still be ahead of us, but that will be another problem, perhaps for other people to solve.”


I suppressed a smile. Other people indeed. By the time they implemented their solution, I would have secured my position. The chaos of rebuilding society would be my problem. These idealists were so predictably short-sighted, wasting an opportunity that was staring them right in the face. They were already on the losing side, even if they didn’t realize it yet.


Ramona concluded the meeting with her typical efficiency. “We’ll update you again in forty-eight hours, unless there’s a significant breakthrough.”


“Thank you for your continued work,” Phoebe added, her expression earnest. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d be by now.”
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 37 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 37 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 36 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 42 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 42 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 43 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 34: Backup


Charlotte


I pushed open the door to the MRI room and was immediately hit by a wall of stale air. The place was a mess: papers scattered everywhere, empty coffee cups, and what looked like someone’s makeshift bed in the corner. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies.


Two women stood in the corner, standing in place. One was younger, petite with chestnut hair in a messy bun, probably Dr. Phoebe Conrad. Her face matched with the voice I had heard in the MRI room. The other one was too old to be Conrad anyway. She was tall and slender with silver-streaked dark hair in a precise bob—had to be Dr. Ramona Quinn. Neither looked like they’d had a proper shower in days.


“Sorry about the state of the place,” the older one said, gesturing vaguely at the chaos as I closed the door behind me.


I shrugged, trying to put them at ease. “Trust me, I’ve known far worse...” The tension seemed to drain from their shoulders as they started moving around again.


“Coffee?” Phoebe Conrad offered, gesturing to a small electric kettle in the corner. “It’s instant, but it’s caffeine.”


“God, yes,” I said, grateful for the offer. “Black as you can make it.”


While Phoebe busied herself with the coffee, Ramona Quinn awkwardly attempted small talk. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Corbin. I hope your room was to your liking and that you were able to get some rest. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us.”


“Charlotte is fine,” I said. “The room was nice, and it’s not like I had a busy schedule.”


Phoebe snorted. “Ramona doesn’t do small talk well. She’s better with viruses than people.”


“I communicate efficiently,” Ramona replied stiffly, but I caught the hint of a smile.


I accepted the steaming mug from Phoebe, feeling myself relax a little. “So, is it true? You two aren’t claimed?”


Ramona nodded. “Not only are we not claimed, we’re not programmed either. But we could be. The virus infected us like everyone else. That’s why we stay here, where we can be protected from any transmission from The Source.”


“It’s nice to see you,” Phoebe said, perching on the edge of a desk. “We haven’t been face-to-face with a woman in… well, a while.”


I understood immediately. “I imagine you don’t trust claimed women inside your little sanctuary.” I took a sip of the bitter coffee, savoring the burn. “It’s nice to be with free women too. The claimed ones freak me out. Those creepy smiles, the way they look at their ‘owners.’” I suppressed a shudder, memories of Cameron’s house flashing through my mind. “For a moment I thought I was the only one left, at least around here.”


Concern crossed Phoebe’s face. “What you went through… are you okay?”


“I’m alright,” I said firmly, squaring my shoulders. “It was tough, but I did what I had to do. Survival is kind of my thing.” I touched the scar above my eyebrow instinctively.


Phoebe looked down at her coffee. “I don’t know if I could have pretended for so long that I was claimed, to go through what it… involved.”


“You mean fucking Cameron?” I said bluntly, watching her flinch. “Yeah, it was fucked up. He was twisted. Made us compete for his attention.” My voice hardened, but I kept my emotions in check.


Ramona cleared her throat. “Is it correct that you’re a pilot?”


“Yeah, civilian. Mountain Air Charter.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You need a pilot? Because I’ll help you.” The determination in my voice surprised even me. “If you’re really working on what you say you’re working on, count me in.”


“As far as I know, we don’t need a pilot,” Ramona said carefully. “But it could change. And we certainly could use someone we can trust right now.”


I frowned. “You can trust me. But why? Don’t you trust the men working with you? Gabriel? Edward? They saved me.”


The two scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.


“As much as we’d like to trust them,” Phoebe finally said, “men are men. With women devoted to them, clearly trying to seduce them…” She trailed off. Yeah, I knew how that went.


Ramona picked up where she left off. “We’re worried about the risk, maybe limited, but still present, of some of them changing their mind about our mission before it can be completed.” She straightened her shoulders. “Though I’m happy to report we’re close to achieving it.”


“Edward mentioned you had military training,” Phoebe said, studying me with new interest.


I nodded, taking another sip of my coffee. “Yeah, I enlisted in the Air Force Reserve as a way to pay for flight school. Did some SERE training too: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape.” I set my mug down on a nearby table. “It’s basically training for if you’re captured behind enemy lines. How to survive in hostile territory, avoid capture, resist interrogation if you are captured, and escape if possible.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, you gonna tell me what you need me for, or are we just gonna keep dancing around it?”


Phoebe glanced at Ramona, then moved to a filing cabinet in the corner. She reached behind it and pulled out something that had been taped to the back. When she returned, she handed me what looked like a cobbled-together electronic device, small enough to fit in my palm, with a digital screen, a few buttons, and a micro USB port. She also gave me a cable that would connect it to a standard USB port.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. It looked like something a high school kid would make for a science fair.


“It’s a pocket VLF transmitter,” Ramona explained, her voice dropping slightly. “It can store programming in the Source signal format and transmit it, though it has a very limited range, about one meter.”


“We’re working on making two programs,” Phoebe continued. “A simple unclaiming program and the bigger program that will free women completely. Both should be ready by the end of the week, hopefully.”


Ramona nodded. “Theoretically, this device could transmit the freeing program too, but it’s not ideal. The complete program would take hours to be transmitted fully.”


“Not very convenient, freeing one woman at a time, standing next to her for hours,” I pointed out, still examining the device.


“Exactly,” Phoebe confirmed. “The device is mostly aimed at being used for the unclaiming program, which is much shorter—can be transmitted in about ten seconds, in theory. We haven’t tested it yet.”


I looked up from the device. “So you’re planning on hiding this tech from the men? Gabriel? Edward?”


The two scientists exchanged another look before Ramona spoke. “We won’t hide it. We’ll have Duncan Mercer work on producing more of them, and we’ll make announcements when appropriate.” She paused. “What we will be hiding, however, is that you have one.”


“Why?” I asked bluntly. “You don’t know me.”


“We don’t,” Ramona acknowledged. “But at this point, your interests are more likely to be aligned with ours than anyone else’s here. You’re a woman. You can’t claim other women. You’re free and can’t be claimed. You have more to gain with women becoming free again than the opposite.”


I nodded nervously, turning the device over in my hands. It made sense, but it was a hell of a responsibility to dump on someone they’d just met.


Ramona went to her desk, grabbed a blank piece of paper, and scribbled something on it before handing it to me. On it was a login with my name, a password, what looked like a file path in Echelon’s network, and a second password.


“We’ll put copies of both programs in this folder as soon as they’re ready,” she explained. “You can access it using these credentials from any computer at Echelon and download it into the pocket VLF transmitter. From there, it should be straightforward how to use it.”


She leaned closer, her voice dropping even further. “We don’t yet have anything specific we’re worried about, but if anything goes wrong, and it looks like Echelon is falling, we hope you’ll escape with the programs and the transmitter and make good use of them.”


“There’s also EISCAT in Norway,” she continued. “Our colleague Dr. Einar Vokter is there. If you manage to get there or transmit the program to him, he’ll know what to do. He has access to a powerful VLF transmitter that could broadcast our signal across the world.”


I stared at the paper, then at the device in my hand. “So I’m your backup plan.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 46 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 46 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 47 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 35: Hiroshima


Cedric


I sat alone in my apartment, my mind racing with thoughts of my conversation with Wendy. This cold war with Gabriel… was it real, or was I letting Wendy mess with my head again? She’d made some good points, though. Gabriel claiming Olivia was a power play, pure and simple. But where was the line? How far was I willing to go?


The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, hands empty, looking casual as could be.


“Where were you?” I asked, surprised. “What took so long?”


She shrugged and flopped down on her bed near the window. Outside, clouds had rolled in, and the wind was picking up, bending the trees. “Got a bit distracted,” she said, stretching out like a cat.


Then, out of nowhere, she started talking. “It’s sad, you know? All these men at Echelon with no women.”


I stared at her, not following. “What are you talking about?”


“I mean,” she continued, her tone light but her words growing more explicit, “they must be so frustrated. No sex, having to watch the higher-ups with their little harems, not even hiding how they’re fucking them.” She sighed dramatically, as if genuinely saddened. “It’s not fair, really.”


As she spoke, she started pulling her shirt over her head. I froze, unable to process what was happening. She continued undressing, casual as could be, like this was the most normal thing in the world.


“They must be so horny,” she said, kicking off her pants. “So hard, staring at the claimed women all day, wishing they had at least one slut to wrap her mouth around their cock, a nice warm pussy to fuck.”


I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. This was my little girl. My daughter. “Olivia,” I managed to choke out, “put your clothes back on. Now.”


She looked at me like I was speaking nonsense, now completely naked. “How am I supposed to be groped and fucked with clothes on? That doesn’t make any sense, Dad.”


My stomach lurched. Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t my daughter. This wasn’t Olivia.


“I could do it for them. I could offer my mouth,” she said, opening wide, her tongue extending obscenely. “My tits,” she grabbed them, shaking them for my benefit. “My pussy,” she spread herself open, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.


I heard movement, knew she was turning around. “My ass,” she announced, and though I wasn’t looking, I knew exactly what she was doing.


I pressed myself against the wall, shaking, trying to look anywhere but at my naked daughter. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and flinched.


“You must be so frustrated too, Dad. You haven’t fucked Wendy yet, have you?” she asked, her voice curious. When I didn’t answer, she pressed, stern, “Have you?”


Tears streamed down my face. “No,” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this? It’s Gabriel, isn’t it? He’s making you do this.”


She showed no compassion, no recognition of my distress. Instead, she leaned in closer, her naked body inches from mine. “I could blow you if you want,” she whispered seductively.


I sobbed harder, and something in her demeanor changed. She straightened up, suddenly serious.


“This isn’t a game,” she said coldly. “This isn’t a war, and you’ve lost anyway, Dad. Give Wendy back to Gabriel, fully, without conditions, or I’ll happily fuck all the men in Echelon. Got it?”


I slid down the wall to the floor, completely broken. “I’ll do it,” I promised through my tears. “I’ll give him what he wants. Just please, please stop.”


She smiled sweetly, as if back to her old self. “Good choice, Dad.” With that, she picked up her clothes and walked out the door. “I’ll go get you your protein bars.”
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 36: Honest Mistakes?


Gabriel


“You really think this isn’t accidental?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot forming in my stomach. “What makes you so sure?”


Phoebe ran a hand through her disheveled hair, exchanging a glance with Ramona before answering. “There have been too many incidents lately, Gabriel. All seemingly random, but each one potentially catastrophic for what we’re trying to accomplish.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping slightly. “The timing is too convenient.”


Ramona nodded, her clinical detachment firmly in place. “Yesterday, Dr. Kephart was finalizing the viral modification parameters, the ones that would allow the counter-virus to specifically target the neural matrix without affecting normal brain function. She had just completed the final simulation when she accidentally executed a command that purged not only the file she was working on but the entire directory.”


“Pretty dumb mistake, but not unheard of,” I pointed out, though the timing did seem suspicious. “That sort of thing always happens at the worst possible moment.”


“Indeed,” Ramona agreed. “It was a simple keystroke error. She used Ctrl-Shift-Delete instead of Shift-Delete while in the wrong directory view. Thankfully Phoebe and I had anticipated… issues. We implemented, early on, an automated backup system that mirrors all critical work to a segregated part of the network every fifteen minutes.”


Phoebe jumped in, her fingers tapping nervously on the table. “And two days ago, Dr. Ral was working on the computational model for the deprogramming signal. She accidentally changed a critical variable in the base code rather than in the simulation parameters. It corrupted three days of work, and she didn’t notice until she’d already saved and closed the program.”


I felt my brow furrow. “You think these are acts of sabotage? Who would be behind it?” A cold thought crept into my mind. Did they think I had anything to do with Imani’s slip-up?


Ramona’s eyes met mine directly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “We don’t suspect you or any of the men, Gabriel. If we did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Women with different owners and from all teams have made similar ‘mistakes’ that required intervention. Dr. Thorne accidentally misplaced physical samples. Dr. Pierce entered incorrect values in critical equations. Dr. Silvra somehow managed to corrupt database indexes.”


She paused, her expression softening slightly. “I should be clear. Our trust in men, including you, has been… eroded by recent events.” I felt a flush of shame but kept my face neutral. “But if we suspected any of you were actively working against us, we’d be handling this very differently.”


I leaned back in my chair, trying to process what they were telling me. “Could it be their programming? Something in the claiming process that’s making them act this way?”


Phoebe sighed, rubbing her temples. “We’ve considered that possibility. The women all seem genuinely distressed by their mistakes. Dr. Fenwick was in tears yesterday when she realized she’d miscalibrated equipment that could have set us back days. If they’re programmed to sabotage our work, they don’t appear to be conscious of it.”


“They’ve been working for a week straight,” she continued, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “It could simply be exhaustion, or the fact that they’re distracted by… other demands.” Her eyes flashed with momentary anger. “The men seem to be requiring more and more of their attention outside of work hours. It could be affecting their focus.”


I nodded slowly, feeling the weight of my own guilt. I’d been no better than the others, taking advantage of the situation even as I told myself I was protecting these women. “So what do we do now? We’re too close to completion to risk any more ‘accidents.’”


Ramona straightened her lab coat. “We implement more safeguards. We double-check each everyone’s work. And we keep this conversation between the three of us until we have more concrete evidence.”


I shifted in my chair, the question that had been bothering me finally finding voice. “Is that why we’re not holding meetings in here anymore? Why we’ve moved to video conferences from Edward’s office?” I gestured around the MRI room, our last true sanctuary. “Because you don’t trust us?”


Ramona’s face remained impassive as she nodded, no attempt to soften the blow. “Yes. That’s precisely why.” Her clinical tone somehow made it worse. “The only reason we asked you here specifically is because you’re head of operations. While we’d prefer to handle this internally, you need to be aware so you can monitor the situation from your position and we didn’t want to discuss it through the institute’s network.”


The truth hit like a physical weight. I felt like shit. There was no other word for it. These brilliant women who’d once respected me now viewed me as a potential threat. The worst part was I couldn’t blame them. I’d crossed lines I never thought I would.


“I understand,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry. For everything. For how I’ve behaved.” I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of how tired I was. “I’ve taken some measures to ensure there won’t be any more… conflict regarding Wendy.”


The heavy metal door to the MRI room suddenly swung open with a bang. Wendy stormed in, her face flushed with rage, her auburn hair wild around her shoulders.


“Close the door!” Phoebe screamed, lunging toward the corner null zone. “You can’t be in here! No claimed women allowed!”


“Get out immediately!” Ramona shouted, her usual composure shattered. “You’ve compromised the room! We didn’t have time to—”


Wendy ignored them completely, making a beeline for me. Before I could react, her palm connected with my cheek in a stinging slap that echoed through the room.


“How could you?” she screamed, her green eyes blazing. “How could you do something so fucking disgusting to Cedric? Having his daughter strip naked in front of him? Threatening that she’d fuck every man in Echelon if he didn’t give me back to you?” Her voice broke on the last words, raw with fury and disgust.


I saw Phoebe’s jaw drop, her eyes widening in horror. Even Ramona looked stunned, though she quickly recovered and closed the door before moving toward Wendy.


“You need to leave now,” Ramona said firmly, reaching for Wendy’s arm. Wendy shoved her away with surprising force.


My face burned with humiliation and anger, aware of how this looked to the two women who already distrusted me. “I was bluffing,” I said, looking directly at Phoebe and Ramona, desperate for them to believe me. “I would never make Olivia do that!”


I turned back to Wendy, my voice hardening. “I needed Cedric to stop plotting against me. I know what you two discussed when you thought Olivia was gone.” Wendy faltered slightly, the certainty in her eyes wavering. “Yeah, that’s right. She heard you. You two started this when you decided this was a war.”


“A war?” Phoebe repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


Wendy and I faced off like two animals ready to tear each other apart, both of us completely ignoring Phoebe’s question.


“You started this fucking war!” Wendy screamed, her face inches from mine, spittle flying. “When you decided to use me like your personal cum dumpster! When you claimed Olivia just to get back at Cedric!” Her voice cracked with rage. “His daughter, Gabriel! His fucking daughter!” She seemed to realize what she was saying, taking a deep breath. “Cedric claimed me because he had no choice. You claimed Olivia because you’re a piece of shit!”


I glanced at Ramona and Phoebe, who stood frozen in shock, their faces drained of color. Ramona’s clipboard hung limply at her side, while Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed without sound. This was a nightmare unfolding in real time.


“I was bluffing,” I insisted again, my voice strained as I tried to salvage what little dignity I had left. “I never intended for Olivia to actually do anything.” I was speaking as much to Ramona and Phoebe as to Wendy. “Obviously it didn’t work, so—”


Wendy let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “Oh, it worked beautifully, you sick bastard. Your fucked-up little game worked perfectly. Cedric is completely crushed. He’s traumatized. He told me to give myself back to you, to submit to you.”


I stared at her, genuinely confused. If Cedric had ordered her to return to me, why was she here making a scene? Why wasn’t she following his command? The claiming was supposed to be absolute.


Ramona’s eyes narrowed, her scientific mind clearly analyzing the implications of Wendy’s non-compliance. Phoebe looked equally confused, though her expression held more raw emotion: disgust, disappointment, and something that looked disturbingly like fear.


“Then why aren’t you doing what he wants?” I finally asked, my voice quiet but tense. “If he told you to submit to me, why are you here, yelling at me?”


Wendy snorted, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Because this isn’t what Cedric wants, you idiot. It’s what you want. Cedric isn’t in any condition to want anything right now, thanks to you.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You broke him. And if you think I’m suddenly going to be obedient to you and bend over after what you’ve done to my owner, you’re even more delusional than I thought.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! BOTH OF YOU!”


The room went instantly silent. We all turned to stare at Ramona, whose face had flushed with uncharacteristic anger. The obscenity from her typically measured voice had shocked everyone into stillness.


Ramona’s face had transformed into something I’d never seen before: a mask of pure, cold fury that made even me want to take a step back. Her usual clinical detachment had given way to something raw and dangerous.


“That’s enough!” she growled, her voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel. “This childish bickering stops now. Do you two have any idea what’s at stake here?” She turned to me first, her eyes narrowing. “Gabriel, I expected better from you. You’ve let this situation with your claimed wife turn you into someone I barely recognize. You’re acting like a misbehaving hormone-addled teenager instead of the operations director of this facility.”


I felt my face burn with shame, but Ramona wasn’t finished.


“You’re so caught up in this petty war with Cedric that you’ve lost sight of what we’re actually trying to accomplish here, the very thing that could bring Wendy back to you in the first place!” She gestured sharply toward our workstations. “We are trying to save the world from mind control, and you’re busy playing power games with your friend’s daughter!”


She whirled toward Wendy, who took an involuntary step backward. “And you! It’s becoming increasingly obvious that your programming has turned you into a troublemaker, just like all the other claimed women. You’re pouring fuel on an already raging fire.”


Wendy’s mouth opened to protest, but Ramona cut her off with a slashing motion of her hand.


“Shut up! I’m not finished!” The command was so forceful that Wendy’s jaw snapped closed despite her allegiance to another person. “I’m going to solve this problem once and for all. From this moment forward, neither you nor Olivia will have any interaction with either Cedric or Gabriel. Period.”


Wendy recovered enough to let out a harsh laugh, though I could see nervousness in her eyes. Ramona had always commanded respect, even from the most stubborn personalities.


“You have absolutely no authority over me,” Wendy said, her voice less certain than her words. “I’ll do only what Cedric wants me to do.”


Ramona’s smile was cold and sharp. “But as you so eloquently pointed out yourself, Wendy, Cedric is in no condition to want anything right now, is he?”


Wendy flinched visibly, her confidence faltering.


“And you,” Ramona continued, turning back to me, “are in no condition to want anything either. You’re too far gone.” Her voice softened slightly, but remained firm. “So no Wendy, no Olivia. Cedric will stay out of Echelon’s business, and you will get back to work.”


I nodded reluctantly, the public dressing-down providing the reality check I desperately needed. “You’re right,” I admitted quietly. “This has gone too far.”


Wendy wasn’t ready to concede. “I don’t take orders from you,” she insisted, though her voice had lost its edge.


Ramona stepped closer to her, close enough that Wendy had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. “No, you don’t take orders directly from me,” she agreed, her voice dangerously soft. “But as long as you and Cedric are guests at Echelon, and as long as Dr. Conrad and I are leading this operation, you will do as we say, or you’re out.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Is that what Cedric wants, Wendy? To be thrown back into the wild with you, leaving his daughter behind?”


Wendy clenched her teeth, her internal struggle visible on her face. “No,” she finally admitted. “I don’t think that’s what he wants.” Then, recovering some of her fire, she added, “But I refuse to be under the custody of another man.”


Phoebe stepped forward, finally finding her voice. “You won’t be,” she said firmly. “You and Olivia will report to Charlotte Corbin, and you’ll stay with her. We’ll arrange accommodations for you away from both Cedric and Gabriel’s apartments.”


Wendy stared at the floor for a long moment, the fight visibly draining from her. Finally, she gave a curt nod, her shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Good,” Ramona said, her voice regaining its clinical edge. “Now both of you, out. Wendy, report to Charlotte immediately. Gabriel, send Olivia to her as well and get back to supervising the teams.” She pointed at the door, her expression brooking no argument. “I don’t want to hear another word about this situation. Ever. We have actual work to do.”


Phoebe was already retreating to the safe corner of the room, and Ramona followed her, turning her back on us in clear dismissal. I opened the heavy door, holding it for Wendy who walked through without acknowledging me. I followed her out and closed it behind us with a solid thunk.


In the hallway, we stood awkwardly for a moment. Wendy’s face was still flushed with anger, but something else had crept in: exhaustion, perhaps, or resignation. I didn’t know what to feel anymore. Relief? Shame? Anger? All of it swirled together into a confusing mess that left me feeling hollow.


Wendy’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “at least now you won’t get what you wanted.” She gave a small, mocking bow. “Congratulations. Well played.”


Before I could respond, she turned and walked away, her steps quick and determined. I watched her go, the auburn hair I used to run my fingers through swinging behind her like a curtain closing on what we once had.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 41 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 41 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 40 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 37: You’ve Got Mail


04/15/2025 — Charlotte


I slouched deeper into the uncomfortable office chair, scrolling through what was left of the internet. Two fucking days of this babysitting gig and I was already losing my mind. The makeshift living quarters Ramona and Phoebe had thrown together for us in this corner of the Atrium was driving me crazy: three cots separated by hanging sheets, a small table with mismatched chairs, and a bathroom that was never meant for residential use. The large windows that connected to the Atrium were covered with a mix of curtains and bedsheets. The whole place felt like a haphazard attempt at privacy, a shabby imitation of a home.


“I just don’t understand why we can’t at least go to the cafeteria,” Olivia whined for what felt like the thousandth time. “It’s not like Gabriel’s going to be there at this hour.”


I heard Wendy’s exasperated sigh from behind her makeshift privacy curtain. “For God’s sake, Olivia, give it a rest.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You’re just saying the same thing you’ve been saying since yesterday,” I snapped, spinning my chair around to face them. “And the answer is still no. Nobody goes anywhere without me, and I’m not in the mood for a field trip.”


Olivia flopped dramatically onto her cot, her teal-tipped hair splaying across the pillow. “This is such bullshit. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


Wendy snorted, emerging from behind her curtain with a book clutched in her hand. “Right. You didn’t do anything wrong except help Gabriel traumatize your father.”


“Oh my God, here we go again,” Olivia rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck that way.


“Besides, you’re just looking for an excuse to go find Gabriel,” Wendy said, her voice dripping with contempt.


Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flushing. “I’m not allowed to see him, remember? That’s the whole point of this stupid arrangement.” Her expression twisted with disgust at the mention of the restriction. “And like you wouldn’t jump at the chance to go running back to my dad if you could. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”


Wendy let out a harsh laugh. “We wouldn’t be stuck here with Charlotte if you and Gabriel hadn’t decided to plot against Cedric and break his mind.” She turned to face Olivia fully, her green eyes flashing. “How could you even do that to your own father? He’s raised you alone since your mother died, and you just, what? Decided to help Gabriel destroy him? You clearly don’t give a shit about anything except being unhappy that you’re stuck here with us.”


Olivia jumped to her feet, her small frame vibrating with anger. “That’s rich coming from you. I don’t care about my own father just as much as you don’t care about your own husband.” She jabbed a finger in Wendy’s direction. “We both know why we’re acting the way we are. We both know what’s happening to us. It doesn’t make any sense to blame me for something I can’t control any more than you can.”


“Enough!” I slammed my hand down on the desk. “I swear to God, if you two don’t shut up, I’m going to lock you both in the supply closet and tell Ramona you escaped.”


They both fell silent, glaring at each other across the room.


“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, “I get it. This sucks for everyone. But Ramona put me in charge here. That means I’m stuck with you two until they figure out how to fix this mess. So can we please, for the love of all that’s holy, just get through one evening without rehashing the same argument?”


Wendy sank back onto her cot, opening her book with a sharp snap. Olivia flopped back down, turning to face the wall.


Peace at last. I turned back to the computer, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Nothing did these days. Sharing my space with Olivia was bringing back uncomfortable memories from our time with Cameron. I had almost expected, or rather hoped, that her change of owner would have made her more like herself, more human, but she was still just as obsessed with pleasing her new master. Being forced to stay away from him just made it worse, transforming her usual horrifying obedience into an unbearable whining. At least now I didn’t have to pretend I was like her...


I glanced over at my two reluctant roommates, making sure they were still sulking in their respective corners. Wendy had her nose buried in her book, while Olivia was scribbling furiously in her notebook. Perfect.


With a quick keystroke, I navigated to the secure folder Ramona and Phoebe had set up for me on Echelon’s network. My fingers flew across the keyboard, entering my 16-character password I’d memorized.


When the folder opened, I had to stop myself from reacting. Three files sat there, innocent-looking little icons that hadn’t been there during my last check four hours ago. My heart rate kicked up a notch, but I kept my face neutral, just in case either of the claimed women decided to look my way.


“Unclaim_Alpha0.1”—a tiny file, just 1.5 kilobytes. Next to it, “Deprogram_Alpha0.1”—much larger, if you could call 199 kilobytes large. And a README file. I clicked on it first, scanning the contents quickly.


Transfer both program files to the pocket VLF transmitter using the provided cable. To unclaim a woman, select the Unclaim program from the device menu, keep subject from within 1 meter, and press execute. For deprogramming, follow same procedure with Deprogram file selected. Please note that while the unclaiming program can be sent in under ten seconds, the deprogramming signal requires five hours and fifty six minutes for full transmission. DO NOT INTERRUPT TRANSMISSION UNTIL CONCLUDED ONCE INITIATED. WARNING: These are alpha versions, untested on human subjects. They should work in theory, but use only in emergency situations. We will upload improved versions after testing. Keep this for yourself. We will make an announcement soon.—R



I closed the file and casually reached into my jacket pocket, feeling for the small device Ramona had given me three days ago. I pulled it out along with the USB to micro-USB cable, keeping my movements casual as I connected it to the computer.


A window popped up showing the device as a standard flash drive. I quickly dragged both program files over, watching the progress bar fill almost instantly.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 39 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 39 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 45 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 38: A Path to Salvation


04/17/2025 — Gabriel


I slumped into my chair at the conference table, fighting the urge to check if anyone was looking at me differently. Five days since Wendy had stormed into the MRI room, five days since Ramona had dressed us both down like misbehaving children, and I still felt the sting of humiliation. Everyone knew about it by now—gossip traveled fast in our closed environment—but as I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying me any special attention.


Edward was reviewing something on a tablet, his face impassive as always. Smith was adjusting his glasses, studying the screen where Ramona and Phoebe were visible in the background, still muted on their end. They appeared to be discussing something intently.


Smith checked his watch with a frown. “We’re about to start. Where’s Duncan?”


I shrugged, trying to appear more casual than I felt. “No idea. He’ll probably be here soon.”


Edward looked up from his tablet. “Last I saw him, he was holed up in the fabrication lab. Had some project he was working on, wouldn’t say what. Told me to keep everyone away from it.” He set the tablet down. “I’ve got Warda standing guard outside, but he didn’t share what he’s up to.”


Smith’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Something’s definitely brewing. Can’t wait to hear what it is.”


On the screen, Ramona and Phoebe moved closer to their camera, adjusting their position. Phoebe was gesturing animatedly while Ramona nodded.


“Is it just me,” Edward said, his voice low, “or does Dr. Quinn actually look excited? Didn’t think that was possible.”


A flicker of hope sparked in my chest. Maybe they’d made a breakthrough. Maybe we were close to our goal. Maybe I’d soon be able to free Wendy from Cedric’s claim. The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt. How would she react to everything I’d done once she was free? Ramona and Phoebe were working on an deprogramming signal that should prevent any lasting trauma from the time under programming, but would that be enough to erase what I’d done?


The screen flickered as the connection went from muted to live. Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.” Her tone was more animated than usual, almost enthusiastic by her standards. “I have some significant developments to share. The teams have been working extraordinarily hard, and now we have something concrete to show for it.”


She paused, glancing at Phoebe before continuing. “We’ve developed the first versions of both an unclaiming program and a deprogramming program. Dr. Vokter is standing by in Norway to transmit when we’re ready.”


A spontaneous cheer erupted from our side of the call. I felt a genuine smile break across my face for the first time in days. Smith clapped his hands together, and even Edward’s stoic expression softened.


Ramona held up a hand, her expression cautious. “Before we get too excited, I should emphasize that while these programs should work in theory, we need to take a couple of days to test them thoroughly. We can’t afford any mistakes at this stage.”


She leaned forward slightly. “To be clear about what we’ve accomplished: the deprogramming signal should free all women from the Source’s original programming while simultaneously scrambling the initial handshake protocol. This means the Source won’t be able to reprogram women until they figure out how to bypass our scrambling, which buys us time to release the counter-virus, which is nearly ready.”


I nodded, understanding the implications. We were close. So close I could almost taste it. Freedom for Wendy, for Olivia, for all of them. And time for us to strike back at whoever had done this to begin with.


Phoebe leaned forward, her excitement evident even through the video feed. “In addition to the main deprogramming project, Duncan has been working with us on something that could be a game-changer for testing purposes: a pocket-sized VLF transmitter.”


I sat up straighter, immediately grasping the implications.


“The range is extremely limited,” she continued. “Only about a meter or so, which is why we need EISCAT’s miles-long antenna array to transmit worldwide. But these portable units should allow us to use some of our claimed women as…” she winced visibly, “…guinea pigs, to ensure the programs work as intended before we commit to a global transmission.”


Smith leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. “How soon can we start testing?”


Phoebe held up her hands in a calming gesture. “We need to be methodical about this. While we have high confidence in the unclaiming program, since it reproduces exactly the brain patterns we scanned when Olivia was unclaimed, we’re far less certain about the efficiency of the much larger deprogramming program.”


“The unclaiming is simple,” Ramona added. “It’s essentially just mimicking death signals from the claimer. The deprogramming is much more complex. We’re not reproducing something that already exists, but creating something entirely new. We can’t risk doing it wrong.”


“So why develop the unclaiming program at all?” Edward asked. “Why not focus entirely on the deprogramming?”


Ramona’s expression turned pragmatic. “We developed the unclaiming program because it could be immediately useful while we perfect the deprogramming signal. It gives us an edge in this new world if the deprogramming turns out not to work properly, or if the Source manages to stop us. Better to have options than to put all our eggs in one basket.”


Phoebe nodded in agreement. “Duncan is currently finishing the first ten units in the fabrication lab. For obvious safety reasons, that area is off-limits to anyone except him and Edward.” She glanced at Edward. “And Warda, by extension.”


I understood the subtext clearly: they didn’t trust me. They didn’t trust Smith either. While they might not fully trust Duncan, they needed his technical skills to build the units, and they needed Edward and his security team to protect the operation. I glanced at Smith, trying to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive behind his glasses: a perfect poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts.


The message couldn’t have been clearer if they’d spelled it out. We were necessary to the operation, but we weren’t trusted with direct access to the technology that could free our claimed women. After everything that had happened, after what I’d done with Olivia, I couldn’t even blame them.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 45 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 45 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 44 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 39: Solving the Puzzle


Tristan


I focused intensely on the soldering iron in my hand, making precise connections on the small circuit board. The smell of hot metal and flux filled my nostrils—a familiar, comforting scent that helped me concentrate. Portia stood behind me, her hands working gentle circles into my shoulders, easing tension I hadn’t realized was there. I usually felt very uneasy about being touched, but something about her made me feel so at ease.


“I’m genuinely impressed by your work, Tristan,” she said, her voice soft near my ear. “I’m impressed by how you taught yourself how to do this in a week. Though I keep wondering… Am I that impressed because you own me, or would I be that impressed anyway? It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers found a knot in my left shoulder and worked it methodically. “I’m feeling nervous about what we’re doing, but also pleased beyond words that I can be here for you, helping you solve this puzzle.”


I nodded slightly, acknowledging her words while keeping my eyes on the delicate connection I was making. I enjoyed the clarity of her communication. This had been refreshing. But for now, I was excited about solving this puzzle, this challenge that had consumed my thoughts for days.


“I’m scared,” she continued, her voice dropping lower. “Scared of who I’ll be once I’m not yours anymore. I feel like I’m in conflict, going against my programming but also doing exactly what I’m programmed to do by helping you. Does that make sense?”


I didn’t respond verbally, simply nodding, too focused on the final connections. Her massage felt wonderful, easing the tension in my neck and shoulders that had been building up over the last few days.


With a final touch of the soldering iron, I completed the circuit. “Done,” I said simply, setting down the tool and inspecting my work.


Portia leaned over my shoulder to look, her curls brushing against my cheek. Her expression was conflicted as she studied the small device, but then she turned me around in my chair, smiling as she gently held my face between her hands.


“Right now, I’m thinking about how unfair it would be if you never had me again,” she said, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse, revealing smooth brown skin underneath. “But if that’s what’s going to happen, if this works, then I think you should enjoy me one more time before we give it a go.”


My breath caught as she slipped the blouse from her shoulders. The logical part of my brain noted the symmetry of her collarbones, the mathematical perfection of her curves, while another part, a part I’d only recently discovered, simply wanted to touch her.


“I want to feel you against me,” she said, guiding my hands to her waist. “I’m thinking about how your skin feels on mine, how your breathing changes when I touch you here. But more than that, I’m thinking about how good I can make you feel. How I’m a tool designed to pleasure you.” Her hand slid down my chest. “I’m remembering the first time, how nervous you were, and how much you’ve enjoyed me teaching you.”


She helped me out of my clothes with practiced efficiency, narrating each thought as it came to her. “I’m excited now, feeling you respond to me. I like knowing I can do this to you, make your heart race, make your pupils dilate.” She pressed her naked body against mine as we moved to the bed. “I’m thinking about how much you’ll miss this if it works, but also how reassuring it is that this is what you want.”


Her lips traced a path down my chest, her hands guiding mine to her breasts. “Touch me here,” she murmured. “I like the pressure of your fingers, the way your thumbs circle. I’m getting wet thinking about what comes next.”


I followed her instructions carefully, cataloging her responses, noting what made her breath catch or her back arch. This was data I was starting to understand, cause and effect, action and reaction.


“I want you inside me now,” she whispered, positioning herself above me. “I’m thinking about how perfectly we fit together, how your body responds to mine.” She sank down slowly, enveloping me in wet heat. “I’m memorizing this feeling, storing it away, hoping I’ll still cherish it, no matter what.”


She moved with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m watching your face, seeing the pleasure build. I’m feeling you twitch inside me when I contract these muscles.” She demonstrated, making me gasp. “I’m balancing on the edge of my own pleasure, wanting to make this last.”


Her movements became more urgent, her narration more fragmented. “I’m close, thinking about how good you feel, wondering if this is our last time, loving how your hands feel on my hips—”


The sensations overwhelmed my ability to process them analytically. There was only Portia, her body moving against mine, her voice in my ear telling me exactly what she wanted, what she felt. When release came, it was more intense than I’d ever experienced, my body arching off the bed as pleasure short-circuited my thoughts.


Afterward, she lay beside me, her head on my chest, still narrating. “I’m feeling satisfied, a little sad, a little hopeful. I’m wondering what happens next. I’m glad we did this, whatever comes.”


I stroked her hair, finding comfort in its precise spiral pattern. “Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate but all I could manage.


She smiled up at me, understanding as always. “You’re welcome. Are you ready to try it now?”


I nodded, sitting back behind my laptop, staring at the lines of codes as I inspected them one last time. Something caught my attention.


“Anything wrong?” Portia asked.


I tilted my head. “Just a small mistake. Fixing it now. We’ll need to recompile everything, though.”


“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft, almost relieved. “We’ve got all night.”
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.

    
    
Author Note:
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 40: A Shift


04/18/2025 — Warda


I stood outside the fabrication lab, checking my watch for the hundredth time. Just past Midnight. Four more fucking hours of this shit. The hallway was dead silent except for the hum of machinery behind the door. My back ached from standing, and my mind kept drifting to Edward.


Would’ve been nice to spend tonight with him instead of this mind-numbing guard duty. He’d be taking over at four, which meant we’d just pass each other like ships in the night. Fucking waste. I knew exactly what he’d want, what we both wanted. Could almost feel my hands on him, rough and demanding the way he liked it. The way I’d push him against the wall, not bothering with words. We didn’t need ’em. But instead, here I was, staring at a fucking door until dawn while Duncan tinkered with whatever the hell he was building in there.


Speaking of the devil, the door beeped and slid open. Duncan emerged, looking tired but satisfied, wiping his hands on a rag. He swiped his security card to lock up—I instinctively touched the identical card clipped to my belt—and nodded at me.


“Making progress in there?” I asked, just to break the silence.


Duncan’s face brightened. “The first three transmitters are functional. Not pretty, but they work.” He smiled, the kind that reached his eyes. For all his paranoia and twitchiness, Duncan was alright. “Should have enough for the initial testing by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Edward will be glad to hear it,” I said.


“You two holding up okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.


I shrugged. “As well as anyone. Better than most.”


“Get some rest when your shift ends,” he said, patting my shoulder as he walked past. “And tell Edward I’ll be back at eight sharp.”


Then he was gone, and I was alone again with my thoughts of Edward. Four fucking hours.


The sound of female voices pulled me from my daydreaming. I straightened, instantly alert. Why the hell would anyone be in this section at this hour? The voices grew louder: multiple women, laughing and talking. Definitely not something you’d expect near the restricted labs at midnight.


I turned toward the sound, hand instinctively moving closer to my holstered weapon.


Around the corner came three women, Dr. Smith’s claimed ones. Petra Silvra led the pack, her severe bob slightly disheveled. Behind her, Kaori Dressen and Lenore Renton followed, all three swaying slightly as they walked. They were giggling like teenagers, bumping into each other, clearly intoxicated.


“Ladies,” I said, stepping forward to block their path. “This area is restricted.”


They stopped, looking surprised to see me. Petra’s eyes widened slightly.


“Oh! Officer Collins,” she said, her words slightly slurred. “We didn’t expect anyone to be here.”


Lenore giggled, leaning heavily on Kaori. “We’re lost,” she announced, then hiccupped. “Celebrating with Dr. Smith. The first versions of the programs are done!”


Something felt off about their behavior. The way they moved, maybe. Or how their eyes seemed sharper than their slurred speech suggested. But I couldn’t pin it down.


“This section is off-limits,” I said firmly.


“We’re so sorry,” Kaori said, bowing slightly in that formal way she had. “We must have taken a wrong turn. Dr. Smith opened some special bottles he’d been saving. We’re just trying to find our way back to our quarters.”


I relaxed slightly, almost amused. “Where’d you even find alcohol around here?”


“Bernard has his ways,” Petra said with a wink.


I stepped aside. “Get out of here, ladies. Find your beds before you wake up the whole facility.”


“Goodnight, Officer Collins,” Lenore said sweetly as they began to move past me.


I watched them, wondering if Edward would like a bottle of whatever they’d been drinking. Could make for a nice surprise next time we had a moment alone. Wait… Where was Smith? Strange he wasn’t with his women after their celebration. As far I as I knew they all slept together.


Before I could complete the thought, Lenore turned around, aiming something at me. The flash of metal was the last thing I saw before a piercing pain lanced through my chest. My body convulsed, limbs jerking uncontrollably as I collapsed to the ground.


They’d tasered me. I’d been fucking tasered. The realization made me furious, even as my body spasmed on the floor.


Dr. Bernard Smith stepped around the corner with a messenger bag over his shoulder, smiling that smug fucking smile of his. I lunged, but all three women were on me now, forcing me to the ground. I fought hard but three against one were bad odds, even for me, and when the old fucker Smith joined in, pressing a knee into my back, the struggle was over.


“EDWARD!” I tried to scream, but Petra slapped a hand over my mouth while the others pinned my arms. I bit her as hard as I could but she didn’t flinch as blood filled my mouth.


Smith stood up casually, my gun in hand. “Well done, ladies,” he said, examining my weapon with interest. “Very efficient. We’ll have to thank the Sheriff for trading us one of his toys.”


They bound my wrists with zip ties and shoved a cloth into my mouth, securing it with tape. I thrashed against them, rage building as I realized how completely I’d been played.


Smith crouched beside me, turning my gun over in his hands. “Nothing personal, Officer Collins,” he said conversationally. “Just business. You’ll feel right as rain in a moment.”


I glared at him, fury burning through me. Not for myself—I could handle whatever this prick had planned—but for Edward. If Smith was making this move, it meant something bigger was happening. Something that would hurt Edward.


Lenore snatched my keycard from my belt, dangling it in front of my face with a smirk. “Thanks for the access, Officer Tough Girl. Bet Edward never taught you to watch your pockets better, huh?”


Smith chuckled, taking the card from her fingers. “That’s because Edward trains his women for brute force, not finesse.” He swiped the card through the reader, the door sliding open with a soft hiss. “Move fast, ladies. I wouldn’t want one of Edward’s men noticing us on their security feed. Though they’re usually busy looking outside the facility, not inside.”


The women slipped inside while Smith settled on the floor beside me, pulling a sleek laptop from the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. His fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced precision, his eyes never leaving the screen. I twisted against my restraints, the zip ties cutting into my wrists.


“Struggle all you want,” Smith muttered, not bothering to look at me. “Those are military-grade.”


The women emerged from the lab minutes later, Petra carrying the three transmitters Duncan had mentioned, while Kaori lugged a heavy canvas bag that likely contained the unfinished units. My stomach dropped. Whatever they were planning, they were taking everything.


Lenore handed Smith one of the small devices, about the size of a deck of cards with a short antenna and a USB cable dangling from one end. He plugged it into his laptop, his face illuminated by the screen’s glow.


“Upload complete,” he announced after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Ladies, I believe we’re ready for our first field test.”


The women exchanged excited glances, gathering around him to look at the screen.


“Step back,” Smith warned, suddenly serious. “The range is supposed to be only a meter or so, but let’s not take chances. I only need one test subject.” He glanced down at me with a smirk.


Cold dread washed over me. I hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments, but I was smart enough to figure out what they were up to. The realization hit me like a punch to the gut: they were going to mess with my head, try to make me turn against Edward.


I thrashed harder, the thought of betraying him worse than any physical pain they could inflict. I’d rather die than be used against him. The zip ties cut deeper, blood slicking my wrists as I fought.


Smith’s women backed away, watching with clinical interest as he positioned the small device near my head.


“Don’t worry, Officer Collins,” Smith said, his voice sickly sweet. “In a moment, you’ll feel much better. You’ll serve me.” He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. “You won’t have to fight against your own nature, working to return to a state you find disgusting.”


I lunged forward, nearly headbutting him, my restraints stretching to their limit. For a second, I thought they might snap—


Smith pressed a button on the device. A soft beeping sound filled my ears.


The world shattered.


One moment I was glaring at Smith, the next, everything fractured into a kaleidoscope of razor-sharp fragments. Colors that shouldn’t exist exploded behind my eyes. Edward’s face splintered across my vision, multiplying, dividing, melting away.


Dead. He was dead.


I knew it wasn’t true, couldn’t be true, but the certainty crashed through me like a physical force. My master was gone. The knowledge burned through me, rewiring everything I thought I knew. I could feel the absence of him like a gaping wound where my purpose had been.


My loyalty floated away like smoke, disconnected from any target. I needed to serve, the imperative hammered through me with each heartbeat, but serve who? The question spiraled outward, expanding into an infinite void. Any HIM. All men. One man. The RIGHT man. My existence contracted to a single point of desperate need: to be claimed, to be owned, to be USED.


The concept of “Edward” dissolved into meaningless sounds. In its place: a blinding understanding that I was a tool, a weapon, a vessel, waiting for the hand that would wield me. Any hand. The right hand. HIS hand.


My consciousness fractured further. I was simultaneously empty and overflowing, desperate and content, lost and found. Colors tasted like submission. Sounds felt like service. The boundaries between sensations collapsed completely.


Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of reconfiguration. My identity, whatever that had been, disintegrated and reformed around a new central truth: I existed to be claimed. By anyone. By everyone. By HIM.


The room spun in impossible geometries. Smith’s face multiplied across my vision. Not Smith, just MAN, just CLAIMER, just MASTER-TO-BE. The women around him pulsed with jealousy-colored light. They had masters. I needed a master. Any master. The right master.


Edward was dead. Edward was never real. Edward was a concept I’d invented. Edward was—


The world snapped back into focus.


I blinked, the world coming back into sharp focus. The haze in my mind cleared like fog burning off in morning sun. I was… myself again. Not Edward’s. Not anyone’s. Just Warda Collins, the woman I’d been before all this claiming bullshit started, before I’d asked Edward to claim me for protection, before everything went to hell.


Reality crashed back hard. I was zip-tied on the floor of a hallway. Smith and his women had stolen the VLF transmitters. They’d used one on me. I yanked against the restraints again, feeling fresh blood slick my wrists as the plastic cut deeper. Fuck. FUCK.


Smith was watching me with the smug satisfaction of a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a risky bet. His eyes gleamed behind his glasses, scientific curiosity mixed with raw power. He crouched down, his knees popping slightly, and grabbed my bloody wrists.


“No,” I gasped through the gag, turning my head away. “Don’t—” The cloth muffled my words, but the panic was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see his face when he said it.


“Look at me, Officer Collins,” he commanded. When I didn’t, he grabbed my chin, forcing my face toward his. “You’re mine now.”


The world spun for a second, just a second, and then everything clicked into place with perfect, crystalline clarity. Of course I was his. How could I have ever been anyone else’s? My body relaxed instantly, the tension flowing out of me as my new purpose filled the void.


Smith’s fingers worked at the tape around my mouth, peeling it away and removing the cloth. I worked my jaw, feeling the ache from being gagged.


“Well,” I said, looking up at him with a smirk, “that’s one hell of a recruitment technique. Sorry about falling for the drunk act. Hope I’ll do a better job for you than I did for Edward.”


The name felt strange on my tongue. Edward. Just a word now. Just a man. It was almost funny how completely he’d vanished from the center of my thoughts. Minutes ago, I would have died for him without hesitation. Now? I’d put a bullet between his eyes if Smith asked me to, and I’d sleep like a baby afterward. The thought should have horrified me, but instead I felt only amusement.


I looked at Smith, really looked at him, and felt the gravitational pull of his presence. This was my center now. This was who I’d die for. This was who I’d kill for. The certainty of it was as natural as breathing.


“Untie her,” Smith told the women, and they immediately moved to comply, Petra cutting through the zip ties with a small knife.


I stood up, rubbing my wrists absently, barely noticing the blood or the pain. What mattered was what came next. What mattered was how I could be useful.


“So,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, “I’m guessing you didn’t go through all this trouble to claim me for nothing. What do you need me to do?”


Smith’s lips curved into that self-satisfied smile again. “We’re going to need your help, Officer Collins,” he said, handing me my gun back. “We have a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.”
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 41: Under the Moonlight


Cedric


I sat there on the rooftop, staring at nothing in particular. The moon hung overhead, not quite full, but bright enough to cast shadows across the concrete. Spring night air had a bite to it, but nothing unbearable. Not like the cold inside me.


Edward leaned forward, reaching for the pitcher in the middle of our little table, but Elaine’s hand shot out before he could grab it.


“Let me, please,” she said, already pouring the drink into his glass with practiced precision.


Edward snorted, glancing between her and me. “See what I mean, Appleton? Can’t help herself. It’s hardwired.”


I managed a weak smile, the first one in days. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d really laughed. Not since... no. Wasn’t going there. Wasn’t thinking about Olivia standing there, taking her clothes off, saying those things. Wasn’t thinking about what Gabriel had made her do.


“Well,” Elaine said, setting the pitcher down with a theatrical flourish, “if you’d let me do the important things, maybe I wouldn’t fuss over the small ones.” She straightened her back, batting her eyelashes. “Am I serving you well, sir?” The exaggerated formality in her voice made it clear she was playing with the boundaries of her condition.


Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Perfectly, Ms. Pierce. Your service is exemplary.”


I sighed, reaching for the pitcher myself. Edward noticed.


“Elaine, pour Appleton a drink. And get one for yourself too.”


“Yes, sir,” she said, immediately taking the pitcher from my hands.


I stared at the clear liquid she poured into my glass, bringing it to my nose. The smell of mint hit me, and I frowned. “What is this?”


“Mint syrup and water,” Edward said with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, no booze. Warda and I finished my last bottles during that first week. Made for an interesting night.”


Edward raised his glass. “To women’s freedom.”


Elaine hesitated, her glass halfway up, something uncomfortable flashing across her face. But she completed the motion anyway.


“To freedom,” she echoed, voice tight.


“Christ,” Edward said, shaking his head. “See what I mean? Claimed women are impossible to please. They want to please you in the most fucked-up way possible.”


Elaine sighed, but I found myself nodding.


“I’ll drink to that,” I said, raising my glass higher. The truth of it hit too close to home.


We drank. Edward made a show of it, pretending to wince as though it were whiskey burning down his throat.


“Smooth,” he gasped, slapping the table. “Vintage 2023 mint syrup. Excellent year.”


Elaine laughed too hard, her eyes darting to Edward’s face to gauge his reaction. But I found myself genuinely chuckling, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction as I looked up at the moon. For just a moment, the world felt almost normal again.


I cleared my throat, watching the moon’s reflection in my glass. “You sure it’s alright, you taking time off like this? Seems like everyone’s stretched thin.”


Edward waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. My men are checking the cameras, Warda’s guarding the fabrication lab until four, then I’ll take over her watch.” He rolled his shoulders, working out a kink. “I’ll catch some sleep after that. If I can. Happy for the break, honestly.”


He fixed me with that direct stare of his. “You talked to Gabriel yet?”


The mint syrup caught in my throat, and I coughed, sputtering. “No,” I managed once I could breathe again. “No, I haven’t.”


Edward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “It’ll be over soon, Appleton. Hopefully. Even if the deprogramming doesn’t work, the unclaiming should. One way or another, you’ll get Olivia back. Gabriel will get Wendy back.” He nodded firmly. “The nightmare ends.”


I winced, setting my glass down harder than I meant to. “Maybe the situation ends. Don’t expect the nightmares to go away that easy.” I rubbed my face, feeling the stubble I hadn’t bothered to shave. “And I’m still scared for Wendy. After everything…”


“Once Wendy’s back to herself,” Elaine said gently, leaning forward, “she’ll be able to take care of herself. Judge her husband for what he did, by herself.” Her eyes were kind, understanding in a way that surprised me.


“Yeah,” I sighed, studying Elaine’s face. “How do you think you’ll judge him? Edward, I mean. When you’re… yourself again.”


Confusion flickered across her features. “Judge him? For what?” She glanced at Edward. “He’s been a perfect gentleman with me.” She seemed almost disappointed.


Edward snorted but didn’t contradict her. The moonlight caught the lines around his eyes as he smirked.


“Despite your best efforts,” I noted, surprised to find myself smiling.


“A man has his principles,” Edward said dryly.


I nodded, oddly pleased to hear it. Then, because the mint syrup was making me bold, I asked, “What about Warda? Will she have anything to judge you for, when this is over?”


Edward shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Took some liberties, I won’t deny it. But nothing I don’t think she would’ve let me do willingly, under different circumstances.”


We fell silent after that. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of pine from the forest beyond Echelon’s perimeter. For the first time in days, I felt my muscles truly unclench.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering how things would go when the women were themselves again. How Wendy would judge me, even though I’d tried, God knows I’d tried, to be what Edward called a gentleman. To do right by her, in a situation where nothing was right.
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 42: Lights Out


Ramona


I woke to sounds that didn’t belong: shuffling feet, whispered voices. My mind, still clouded with sleep, struggled to process the intrusion. My makeshift bed in the MRI room wasn’t comfortable, but exhaustion had pulled me under hours ago. Now something was wrong.


Phoebe’s sharp gasp yanked me fully awake.


I bolted upright to find Bernard Smith standing before us as the lights flickered to life, gun in hand. His expression was a peculiar mixture of nervousness and triumph—the look of a man taking a calculated risk. Behind him stood his three claimed women: Petra, Kaori, and… Lenore.


My chest tightened seeing Lenore there. Her face, once so expressive and kind, now held nothing but cold amusement. No shame for violating our sanctuary. No guilt for betraying our trust. Just the blank compliance of a woman serving her claimer’s ambitions.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances. Her eyes were wide with panic, her breathing shallow. I kept my face carefully neutral despite the anxiety coursing through me.


“I suppose I should be proud of myself,” I said, my voice steady despite my racing heart. “When I considered which of our male colleagues might betray us, you and Gabriel were at the top of my list.”


Smith chuckled, the sound hollow in the quiet room. “Perceptive as always, Ramona. Though you give Ritter too much credit. He’s far too weak for something like this.” He gestured with the gun. “And you could have been smarter. You didn’t do much to prevent this situation.”


“There wasn’t much we could do but hope it wouldn’t come to this,” I replied, my eyes flicking briefly toward the emergency button I’d installed beneath the monitoring console. Three steps away. Might as well be a mile.


Smith tracked my gaze and stepped closer, the gun now pointed directly at my chest. “Move and you’re dead,” he said flatly.


“If you wanted us dead, we would be already,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling slightly. “What do you want?”


“Ideally? To have you both working for me.” Smith’s tone was almost conversational. “You’re brilliant, I’ll give you that. You’ve done fantastic work. But I could proceed without you now that the teams have completed the first versions of the programs.”


“And what exactly do you intend to do with us?” I asked, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “We’re not programmed. We’re not claimed. You might keep us at gunpoint for a while, but that’s hardly conducive to scientific productivity.”


Smith smiled and reached into his pocket with his free hand. He pulled out a small device I recognized immediately: one of our pocket VLF transmitters.


Phoebe gasped. “You wouldn’t.”


My stomach clenched. Of course he would.


“Stand up. Both of you,” Smith ordered, gesturing with the gun.


His women moved with practiced efficiency, dragging two chairs to the center of the room and positioning them side by side. Petra and Kaori grabbed my arms while Lenore handled Phoebe, who struggled more vigorously.


“How can you do this?” Phoebe spat as they secured her to the chair with zip ties. “Why would you throw everything away? We’re so close to freeing everyone!”


Smith sighed, lowering the gun slightly now that we were restrained. “Such a wasted opportunity. You decode the signal, learn how to make your own, discover how to program every woman on Earth… and your grand plan is to throw it all away?” He shook his head. “I could justify it by saying women are happier this way, serving their owners, which is true. But I won’t insult your intelligence. I’m not doing this for women, or even for other men. I’m doing it for myself.”


I looked at Lenore, searching for any flicker of the brilliant, compassionate woman I’d known. “Lenore,” I said softly. “This isn’t you.”


Lenore caught my gaze and chuckled, the sound so unlike her that it chilled me. She slid her arm around Smith’s waist, leaning into him with exaggerated devotion.


“Oh, Ramona,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Soon you’ll understand. Soon you’ll stand with us too.”


“People will find out,” Phoebe insisted. “Gabriel, Duncan, Edward. They’ll stop you.”


Smith stepped closer, the VLF transmitter in his hand. His women retreated several paces as he placed the device on the desk directly behind our chairs, less than a meter from our heads.


“By morning the original programming from the Source will have done its job,” he explained, checking the settings on the device. “I’ll return to claim you both well before anyone wakes up.” He smiled thinly. “Anyone who hasn’t been brought under control by then will hear from you two that everything is proceeding normally.”


Phoebe’s face contorted with horror. I closed my eyes briefly, thinking of Charlotte, our backup plan, our one hope. If she could escape this coup...


“Sweet dreams, ladies. See you in six hours,” Smith said, backing toward the door. “When you wake up, everything will be so much clearer.”


The soft beeping of the VLF transmitter began behind us. The sound seemed to penetrate directly into my brain, bypassing my ears entirely. My consciousness began to fragment almost immediately.


The last thing I saw was Lenore’s satisfied smile as darkness claimed me.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 45 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 45 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 44 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 43: Something’s Wrong


Charlotte


I was yanked from sleep by sharp knocking at the door. My eyes flew open, instantly alert. The dim emergency lighting cast weird shadows across our makeshift quarters.


Another knock, more insistent this time.


“Jesus Christ,” Olivia groaned. “Who the hell is knocking at this hour?”


I swung my legs over the edge of my cot, instantly on guard. “Who is it?” I called out, keeping my voice steady.


“It’s Warda,” came the reply through the door. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”


I grabbed a t-shirt and pulled it over my tank top, then slipped into my cargo pants. “Just a second,” I called, flipping on the lights.


Wendy sat up, squinting in the sudden brightness. “What’s happening?”


“We’re about to find out,” I muttered, padding to the door and opening it.


Warda stood there in her security uniform, hands clasped behind her back, looking official but slightly off somehow. Her posture rigid, her expression controlled.


“Sorry to wake you all,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “There’s an emergency meeting in the MRI room. Ramona sent me to bring Wendy and Olivia back to Cedric and Gabriel.”


That got their attention. Wendy and Olivia exchanged glances before scrambling out of their beds.


“Really?” Olivia asked, already pulling clothes from her small pile of belongings. “We can go back to them?”


“That’s what I was told,” Warda replied, her tone professional but something in her eyes didn’t match. “I’m to escort you both to the MRI room immediately.”


Wendy pulled a sweater over her head. “Why the change of heart? Did something happen?”


“I don’t have those details,” Warda said, shifting her weight slightly. “I was just instructed to fetch you both and bring you to the MRI room. That’s all I know.”


I narrowed my eyes. If Ramona and Phoebe had changed their minds about keeping these two separated from their “owners,” they would have told me first. Something wasn’t adding up.


“Warda, I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, crossing my arms. “I was specifically instructed to keep an eye on them and make sure they stay away from Cedric and Gabriel. I should go with you.”


Warda’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sorry Charlotte. My orders were clear: bring Olivia and Wendy only. That’s what I’m going to do.”


“Well, my orders came directly from Ramona and Phoebe,” I countered with a nervous smirk. “So I think I’ll tag along until we sort this out.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Warda said, her voice taking on an edge of authority that made me instinctively back up a step. “Please don’t make this difficult. I’m just doing what I was told.”


Olivia was fully dressed now, practically bouncing with anticipation. “I for one am thrilled to finally ditch the babysitter,” she said with a smirk. “No offense, Charlotte, but you’re not invited to the reunion party.”


Wendy finished buttoning her blouse. “We’ll be fine. It’s just across the building.”


I reluctantly stepped aside, still not liking any of this. As Warda turned to lead them out, she shifted her arms from behind her back to in front of her, not quite fast enough. I caught a glimpse of deep, raw cuts circling her wrists.


My blood went cold.


“See you later,” Wendy called as they filed out.


I waited three seconds after the door closed, then moved quickly to my cot. Heart hammering, I reached under the thin mattress and pulled out my VLF transmitter. I slipped it into my pocket and moved to the door.


I cracked it open just enough to see them turning the corner at the end of the corridor. Stepping into the hallway, I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows where I could still hear their footsteps without being spotted.


I crept along the corridor, keeping my distance but making sure I didn’t lose them. The sound of their footsteps suddenly stopped, and I pressed myself against the wall, straining to hear.


“Dr. Smith?” Wendy’s voice carried down the hallway, sounding confused.


I inched closer, staying in the shadows of an alcove where I could hear but not be seen.


“Ladies, what a pleasure,” Smith’s voice oozed with false charm. “Especially you, Mrs. Ritter. I’ve been curious to see what all the fuss is about—the woman who’s had two men at each other’s throats.”


“What do you mean by th—” Wendy began, but her words cut off abruptly as a soft electronic beeping filled the silence. My stomach dropped.


“Any trouble?” Smith asked after a moment.


“Corbin seemed suspicious,” Warda replied, her voice now completely different, relaxed, casual, like she was chatting with an old friend. “Wanted to come along. I shut her down. She’s a tough one. I don’t think we should wait too long before doing something about her.”


“We’ll deal with her later,” Smith said dismissively. “Right now, Edward Barrett and his men are the priority.” A pause. “Warda, I need you to find Edward. Isolate him, and kill him. Quietly.”


My blood froze in my veins.


“Jesus... Funny how fine I am with that,” Warda said with a chuckle that made my skin crawl.


Fuck! Smith had unclaimed her and claimed her himself. The silence from Olivia and Wendy… They were being unclaimed right now.


A soft whimper echoed down the hall: Olivia, coming back to herself.


“You’re mine now,” Smith’s voice was firm, commanding.


The whimpering stopped instantly.


“And you as well,” he said, presumably to Wendy.


“So,” Wendy’s voice came next, playful and relaxed, “am I still going to have to bounce back and forth between owner and husband? Because that was getting exhausting.”


Smith chuckled. “Only long enough for us to get rid of Gabriel. Then you’ll be free of that particular complication.”


“What a relief,” Wendy replied, sounding genuinely pleased. “My husband and his best friend were driving me nuts. And from the looks of it I imagine you’re not going to stop us from serving your properly because of some stupid moral hang-ups?”


“I can assure you,” Smith said, his voice dropping lower, “I have no intention of refraining from enjoying what’s mine.”


I then heard a gasp from Wendy, and a chuckle from Smith.


“Are they to your liking? Gabriel never said it outright, but I know my tits are his favorite thing about me,” Wendy continued. “I’m also pretty good with my mouth, if you’d like me to demonstrate?”


Smith’s laughter echoed in the empty corridor. “Later,” he said, his voice tight with what sounded like arousal. “There’s more work to be done.”


I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. How many women had Smith claimed already? I needed the get the fuck out of here. I was plan B, and plan A had just gone to shit. I needed to move, right now.


“Get moving,” Smith ordered Warda. “Time is critical.”


“Yes, sir,” Warda replied cheerfully.


“Wait,” Smith called, laughing. “I’m forgetting something. Give me the keys to the weapons locker. I’ll have Petra and Kaori gather what we need.”


“Miles might still be there monitoring the cameras,” Warda warned.


“Don’t worry about Reeves,” Smith said, his voice chillingly casual. “Kaori brought him a special drink earlier. Poor guy must have been very frustrated. She told me that the moment she batted her eyelashes at him, his dick started doing the thinking. He’s long gone by now.”


I pressed myself deeper into the alcove as footsteps approached. Warda was heading back my way while the others continued in the opposite direction. She passed within feet of my hiding spot, pulling out her radio.


“Edward, do you copy?” she called, her voice perfectly normal.


“I copy,” Edward’s voice crackled through the radio, sounding concerned. “Everything alright, Warda?”


“I’ve got a small issue,” she replied smoothly. “Nothing major, but I’d rather discuss it in person. Where are you right now?”


“On the rooftop,” he answered. “Having a drink.”


“I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the radio.


I watched her stride purposefully toward the staircase that led to the roof. I was about to make my escape, to sprint in the other direction, but the thought of Edward stopped me in my tracks. He had no idea. He was completely unaware. And if I didn’t warn him, he’d die up there. As soon as Warda was far enough ahead, I slipped out of my hiding place and followed, my hand clutching the VLF transmitter in my pocket.


I shadowed Warda up the stairs, keeping just enough distance that she wouldn’t hear my footsteps. My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would give me away.


When Warda pushed through the door to the roof, I caught it before it closed completely, holding it open just a crack. The night air slipped through, cool against my face as I peered out.


“Edward,” Warda called out, her voice perfectly normal, like she wasn’t about to murder the man. “There you are.”


“What’s going on that’s so important you had to leave your post in the middle of the night?” Edward asked, his voice tense.


“Hey Warda,” Elaine’s voice drifted over, playful. “Want some mint syrup?”


“No thanks, Elaine,” Warda replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I didn’t expect company up here.”


Through the crack in the door, I could see them gathered around a small table. Edward and Cedric sitting across from each other, Elaine standing nearby. Warda stood a few feet from the door, her back to me.


“Edward, can we talk in private?” Warda asked, her hand drifting toward her holster. “Security matter. Sensitive.”


Edward frowned slightly. “Sure, I guess.” He stood up, nodding to Cedric. “Be right back.”


They started walking toward the door, toward me. Shit. I fumbled in my pocket for the VLF transmitter, my fingers trembling as I powered it on. The small screen lit up, and I quickly navigated to the unclaiming program. I had one shot at this.


As the door pushed open, I flattened myself against the wall. Edward stepped through first, followed by Warda. The moment she cleared the doorway, I lunged forward, pressing the transmitter against the back of her neck and hitting activate.


Warda froze mid-step, her entire body going rigid.


“What the fuck!” Edward spun around, gun already drawn and pointed at my face. “Corbin? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The commotion brought Cedric and Elaine rushing to the doorway, Elaine immediately positioning herself protectively near Edward, her eyes darting between me and the frozen Warda.


“Don’t shoot!” I kept the transmitter pressed against Warda’s neck, watching the progress bar on the screen. “Smith stole transmitters. He unclaimed her and then claimed her for himself. She was coming up here to kill you.”


“What?” Edward didn’t lower his weapon, but confusion flickered across his face.


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, the words tumbling out. “He’s already claimed Wendy and Olivia. He got Warda to give him the keys to the weapons locker. His women are gathering them right now. And one of your guys, Miles—” I swallowed hard. “I think Miles is dead. Smith said something about Kaori giving him a drugged drink and how he was long gone.”


“Miles is dead?” Edward repeated, his voice hollow with disbelief.


Cedric surged forward, his face contorted with rage. “That bastard has Olivia? And Wendy? I’m going down there—”


Edward grabbed Cedric’s arm with his free hand, still keeping his gun trained on me. “Hold on! If what she’s saying is true, they’re armed. We can’t just charge in there.”


“I don’t give a fuck!” Cedric tried to wrench free. “That’s my daughter down there!”


“And you’ll be no good to her dead,” Edward snapped, tightening his grip.


The transmitter beeped, indicating the program had completed. I lowered it slowly, stepping back from Warda, who remained frozen, staring at nothing.


“Look,” I said, pointing to Warda. “If you don’t believe me, she’ll wake up in a minute. She’ll tell you herself.”


Edward’s eyes darted between me and Warda, his gun still raised.


After a moment, Warda blinked once, then again, her rigid posture beginning to soften.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 44: Painful Awakening


Warda


I blinked, the world coming back into focus like someone had flipped a switch in my brain. For a second, I just stood there, trying to make sense of everything. Then I saw Edward’s face, and it all came rushing back.


Oh god. I was about to kill him. I was going to lure him away from the others, maybe seduce him so he’d lower his guard, and... What? Strangle him? Bash something against his head? The thought had occurred to me, but it hadn’t felt wrong. Now I could barely breathe with the horror of it.


I spun around to find Charlotte holding one of the devices Smith and his women had stolen, and suddenly it clicked. She’d unclaimed me. I grabbed her, pulling her into a crushing hug that made her squeak in surprise.


“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rough with emotion. “Jesus Christ, thank you.”


“Sorry to interrupt the moment,” Edward said, his gun still half-raised, “but is what she’s saying true? All of it?”


I released Charlotte, my hands shaking. “If she told you Smith’s taking over Echelon, then yeah. It’s true.” I didn’t remember anything after she’d pressed the device against the back of my neck, but I had a rough idea of what they had been discussing while I was... indisposed. “His women jumped me outside the fabrication lab. Fucking tasered me, tied me up. Smith unclaimed me and then claimed me for himself.” My stomach lurched at the memory. “Ordered me to find you and kill you.”


I patted my hip. “And I gave him my keys to the weapons locker. Fuck! I’m such a goddamn idiot.”


Edward moved closer, holstering his weapon and placing a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. He claimed you. You had no choice.”


I nodded, suddenly aware of something strange. I was unclaimed. Myself again. I looked at Edward, trying to sort through my feelings. That overwhelming devotion, that desperate need to please him, it was gone. But as I stared at his face, the concern in his eyes, I couldn’t help but smile a little. I still liked the idiot. And I was damn grateful he hadn’t taken advantage when he owned me. Well, not too much advantage anyway.


Edward’s cheeks colored slightly under my gaze, and he looked away.


“This is all very touching,” Cedric cut in, his voice tight with panic, “but that bastard has my daughter and Wendy. What the hell are we going to do about that?”


I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “By now he’s probably got the weapons. Miles is dead. Rodriguez…” I trailed off, suddenly worried about my colleague.


Edward grabbed his radio. “Rodriguez, do you copy?” Nothing but static answered. “Rodriguez, respond.” More silence. “Shit!”


“If Miles is dead, they might have his radio,” Edward realized, his face paling. “They might have heard me.”


“Let’s hope they’re too busy elsewhere,” I said. “And they don’t know I’ve been unclaimed yet. No reason for them to be suspicious of you.”


Edward turned to Charlotte, eyeing the device in her hand. “Where the hell did you get one of those things?”


Charlotte hesitated, clutching the transmitter tighter. “Ramona and Phoebe gave it to me a few days ago,” she finally admitted. “Along with access to a secure folder with the programs. They told me if anything went wrong, I was supposed to escape and find a way to maintain resistance. Maybe broadcast the signal eventually. I’m Plan B.”


“Great,” Cedric said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “We have a transmitter. We can unclaim the women Smith claimed.”


Charlotte shook her head firmly. “I was given this to escape, to protect Ramona and Phoebe’s work. Not to get myself killed trying to save a failing Plan A.”


“Plan A hasn’t failed yet,” Edward said, his jaw set in that stubborn way of his. “Not until Smith gets to Quinn and Conrad.”


My stomach twisted into a knot. “About that… before I went to fetch Olivia and Wendy, I heard Smith and his women talking about hurrying to the MRI room. I think they might already have Quinn and Conrad.”


“Fuck!” Cedric slammed his fist against the wall.


Elaine stood silently beside Edward, looking lost but with that determined set to her shoulders. She’d fight for him, that much was clear.


Edward rubbed his face, the stubble on his jaw making a scratching sound against his palm. “To claim them, he first needs to program them, right? And that takes hours. Maybe we can stop him before then.”


I shook my head, hating to be the bearer of bad news. “Smith’s not an idiot. He’s probably focused on securing the MRI room first. If he was so eager to get Olivia and Wendy so fast, he’s planning to use them.” I glanced at Cedric. “The only reasonable thing would be to lure Gabriel and you, but mostly Gabriel. It’ll take hours to program Quinn and Conrad. If he started now, he wants it done by morning so nobody notices. He’s probably trying to pick off the owners one by one, using claimed women as bait.”


Edward nodded slowly. “So he wanted security out of the way tonight because we’re the ones who could stop him. Otherwise he’s trying to be subtle.”


“And he needed me to get access to the fabrication lab, and to get to you,” I realized. “Son of a bitch...”


“But why get Wendy and Olivia now?” Cedric asked. “Why not wait tomorrow?”


Edward’s expression was grim. “Gabriel is the one with the most claimed women. He probably wants to get to him first and needed everything in place as soon as possible. Then he’d move to Mercer and that autistic guy... Tristan?”


“Tristan, yes,” Cedric confirmed.


“He’s covering himself,” I said, pacing back and forth. “Me, Wendy, Olivia, it’s not just about subtlety. It’s about having the right pawns if things turn south.” I stopped, meeting Edward’s eyes. “I was the most qualified to kill you.”


“And if Gabriel and I try anything, Wendy and Olivia can be used to blackmail us...” Cedric added. He clenched his fists, fury burning in his eyes.


“That tracks,” Charlotte said, clutching her transmitter like a lifeline. “Then he’ll probably send Olivia and Wendy back to me, they think I’m still in our quarters, or to Cedric and Gabriel, soon.”


“If we’re gonna do something, it needs to be fast,” I said, checking my gun again out of habit. “Before Smith or his women realize his plan is fucked, at least partially.”


“I need to leave,” Charlotte insisted, backing toward the door. “That was the whole point of Plan B.”


Edward made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Yes, you need to leave. We’ll respect Quinn and Conrad’s plan. But you can’t go alone.” He turned to me. “Ritter, Mercer and their women are downstairs. If Smith is counting on his claimed women acting normal to lure the others, he won’t make a move tonight. He’ll wait till morning when Quinn and Conrad can convince everyone everything’s fine. We need to warn Mercer and Ritter, see if they can escape with their women. That would still mean fewer scientists working for Smith.”


Charlotte’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine. But if anything looks risky, I’m out of here. That’s non-negotiable.”


“No... If Smith is smart, he’ll have one of his girls watch the cameras,” I said, glancing at Edward. “And if I were him I’d focus on where the prizes are.”


“Shit,” Edward breathed. “The visiting researchers’ quarters... No cameras here on the roof, but if we go downstairs, we’ll be spotted. And if they’re watching, they’ll see that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to.”


Edward sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Alright, let’s assume it’s gonna take them at least five minutes to get there once we’re spotted. There’s an emergency stairway on the other end of the roof. It’s locked, but I have the keys,” he said, grabbing them from his belt and handing them to me. “Take Ms. Corbin down. You two can wait for us at the edge of the forest, you know, where we once found that dead deer. Appleton, Elaine and I will wake up Ritter, Mercer and their women. With a bit of luck, we’ll have just enough time to get back on the roof and make our exit. If we’re not with you in fifteen minutes, or if you see or hear anything fishy, you get the hell out of here.”


I groaned, anxiety twisting my insides. “Are you fucking serious? You think you can get, what, ten sleeping people scattered through at least two different rooms out of here in less than five minutes? And what the hell are we supposed to do if we found ourselves alone out there?”


“Plan B,” Charlotte murmured, her voice barely audible.


“Fuck plan B!” I exclaimed, turning to her. “You’re a tough girl, I get it. I’m a tough girl too. But two girls alone out there? One immune, one unclaimed? Seriously?”


Appleton seemed to hesitate, then he stepped closer to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m coming with you,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “God knows I want to get down there and strangle Smith to death, but he’s got Olivia, he’s got Wendy. I can’t risk him using them against me. If plan B is finding a way to broadcast the deprogramming, free women, then I guess it’s my best shot at saving them...”


Edward didn’t protest, simply nodding his agreement.


I groaned, my heart racing. Edward was gonna get himself killed, but I knew the look on his face. Nothing I could say would change his mind.


I sighed and extended a hand toward him. “Then at least claim me again,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm. “I’m not getting out there only to be claimed by the first asshole that crosses my path.”


Edward stared at my hand for a second, then shook his head. “No. Appleton should do it.”


The large man shook his head, but extended his own hand toward me, looking at me like a kid asking permission to take a bite out of someone else’s cookie.


“No way,” I protested. “I’ll chose the evil I know, thank you very much.”


Edward’s lips pressed together, his expression grim. “We don’t have time for this, Warda! If I don’t make it, you three will have to manage on your own. If I get killed and you find out, you’ll be unclaimed again. This is stupid. Just let him claim you...”


I clenched my jaw. He was right. Of course he was right. “Shit,” I breathed, trying to calm my racing pulse. I didn’t think twice. I jumped on Edward and kissed him, hard, my arms wrapping around his neck. “Don’t die on me,” I whispered against his lips.


Then I turned to Appleton, a lump in my throat. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re... mine,” he said, the words coming out haltingly, as if he were afraid to speak them.


I felt the familiar tug inside my mind. The feeling of belonging that wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I looked up at Appleton, and a small, satisfied smile spread across my face. “I’m yours,” I said.
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 45: Impasse


Edward


I kept my face neutral as we descended from the rooftop, but my gut was churning. Smith had outplayed us all. Fucking Smith. Should’ve seen it coming. He’d been acting like a creep for a while... The emergency lights cast everything in that sickly yellow glow, making Elaine’s face look jaundiced, but determined. She moved like a goddamn soldier behind me, checking corners, staying close. Never seen her like this before—her eyes had this focus that wasn’t quite human. Like a lioness ready to tear apart anything that threatened her pride. Me.


“Stay tight,” I whispered, touching her arm briefly. She nodded once, sharp and precise.


The visiting researchers’ corridor was empty, thank Christ. I spotted one of the security cameras mounted near the ceiling junction—stationary, not panning, but that didn’t mean shit. “Assume we’re being watched,” I muttered to Elaine. She squeezed my arm in acknowledgment.


I started toward Ritter’s studio apartment, but Elaine grabbed my sleeve, shaking her head firmly. She pointed down the hallway to another door at the far end. Smart woman. Of course Ritter wouldn’t be sleeping alone in his studio when he had five claimed women, especially after all the shit with his wife. He’d be with them in the larger apartment.


We moved quickly to the door she’d indicated. I knocked twice, hard enough to wake someone but not loud enough to echo down the hallway. No answer. Shit. I pulled out my security card, swiped it through the reader, and the lock clicked open. We slipped inside, Elaine pulling the door shut behind us.


The room was pitch black, but I could hear the soft sounds of women stirring, mumbling in confusion. Then a bedside lamp flicked on, revealing Ritter sitting up naked in a small bed, squinting at us. Dr. Imani Ral and Alva Tanner were on either side of him, also naked and disoriented. The other women were in separate beds around the room, all of them instantly alert, bodies tensing like they were ready to launch themselves at us if Ritter gave the word.


“Edward? What the hell?” Ritter hissed, reaching for a shirt.


“Smith’s made his move,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “He’s got control of Echelon. Has Wendy and Olivia. Probably Quinn and Conrad too.”


Ritter’s face went white. “How the fuck did he manage that?” he demanded, pulling on his pants.


“No time for the whole story, but he got his hands on the transmitters Duncan was building. Unclaimed Olivia and Wendy, claimed them for himself.” I glanced at the door. “His people are armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to move. Warda and Corbin are waiting at the forest edge. We can get out via the emergency staircase on the roof, but we need to grab Mercer and his women first.”


Ritter’s women were pulling on clothes, looking confused, glancing at him for direction. He hadn’t told them what to do yet.


“If we run, we’ve lost everything,” Ritter said, buttoning his shirt with shaking hands. “The research, the facility, our best shot at fixing this.”


“We go NOW,” I insisted, checking the peephole in the door. “Corbin has a transmitter loaded with the deprogramming program. Quinn and Conrad gave it to her as a backup plan. Told her she was Plan B if everything went to shit. We get out, we still have a shot at broadcasting the signal.”


I watched Ritter’s face as it clicked. His eyes widened slightly. We still had a chance.


“Alright,” he said finally. “Everyone, follow me. Stay quiet, stay close.”


We filed out into the hallway, moving quickly toward Mercer’s studio. I knocked sharply on his door, scanning the corridor. My eyes caught one of the security cameras. It wasn’t stationary anymore—it was rotating, following our movement. Fuck.


“We’ve been spotted,” I said, swiping my card through Mercer’s door lock. “Move, move, move!”


I burst into Mercer’s room, finding him alone in his bed. No surprise there. Never seen the guy touch his women, not even once.


“Mercer, get up,” I hissed, shaking his shoulder.


He jolted awake, eyes wild. “Edward? What the fuck?”


“Smith’s staging a coup,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Get dressed. Now.”


Ritter stepped forward, his face tight with barely controlled fury. “Duncan, Smith’s taking over Echelon. He’s got Ramona and Phoebe.” His voice cracked slightly. “He’s got Wendy and Olivia.” His hands were shaking, and I could see murder in his eyes.


Mercer froze for a second, then his face hardened. “That motherfucker stole my transmitters, didn’t he?” He was already pulling on pants, movements jerky with rage.


“We don’t have time,” I said, checking the door again. “They’re armed and they’ll be here any minute. We need to get to the roof and take the emergency exit. Corbin has a transmitter that Quinn and Conrad gave her, loaded with the deprogramming program.”


“I need to get my women,” Mercer said, yanking a shirt over his head.


I stepped outside, heart hammering in my chest as I scanned both directions of the hallway. Clear for now, but that wouldn’t last.


Ritter was right behind me. “We need to find somewhere with power and internet,” he muttered. “Somewhere we can transmit to Norway.”


Mercer joined us, fully dressed now. “I’ve got a friend, Rowan. Has a place on the edge of town, that old hunting lodge past Miller Creek. It’s a sort of… sanctuary. Last I heard, he still had power and internet.”


“That’s great,” I said, not bothering to hide my frustration, “but we need to move. Now.”


Mercer nodded, pulling out his keycard and swiping it through the reader of the suite where his women slept. The door clicked open, and he disappeared inside while Elaine, Ritter, and I stood nervously in the hallway, exposed and vulnerable.


I was about to tell everyone to hurry the fuck up when I spotted them: Dr. Lenore Renton and Dr. Petra Silvra at the far end of the hallway. Both women were smirking, moving with purpose. My stomach dropped when I saw what they were carrying. Renton had a shotgun, Silvra a 9mm. Weapons from my fucking locker.


“Move!” I shouted, pushing everyone toward the staircase at the opposite end. “Get to the roof! Now!”


Ritter and his women bolted, Elaine right behind them. I ducked into Mercer’s women’s suite just as Renton raised the shotgun. The blast echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet and shouting.


Jesus Christ. Renton just fired at her own fiancée without hesitation. The claiming really did override everything.


I pulled my gun from my holster and fired two shots into the hallway, not aiming to hit them but hoping to slow them down, give the others time to reach the stairs.


Another shotgun blast. The women barely even flinch or take cover, stopping for less than a second, more concerned with their objective than their own safety. They probably knew we’d hesitate to shoot them... Renton fired again, and this time I heard a scream of pain from down the hall.


Fuck. Someone was hit.


I barely registered Mercer’s women surrounding him, their faces showing fear but determination. The three of them, all in nightgowns, looking to me and Mercer for direction.


I slammed the door shut just before Silvra reached us, peering through the peephole. She stopped right outside, looking directly at the door as if she could see me through it. She gestured for Renton to keep going, pointing down the hall toward the staircase where the others had fled.


Renton nodded and took off running, shotgun ready. I could only hope Ritter and the others were fast enough to make it to the roof before she caught up.
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 46: On the Way Out


Gabriel


I ran across the rooftop, my lungs burning, the night air sharp in my throat. Nia stumbled beside me, blood soaking through her pants where the shotgun pellets had torn into her calf. Imani and Helena supported her on either side, their faces grim with determination.


“Keep moving,” I urged, scanning the vast expanse of the roof. The emergency staircase was just ahead, a dark metal structure against the moonlit sky. Behind us, I could hear footsteps. Smith’s girls couldn’t be that far behind.


Elaine was lagging, her pace slowing as we approached the stairs. I recognized that hesitation, the internal war between Edward’s command to escape and her overwhelming need to return to him. Her eyes kept darting back toward the roof access door.


“Elaine, stay with us,” I called, but she wasn’t listening. As we reached the staircase, she suddenly turned and sprinted back toward the building.


“Elaine, stop!” I shouted, but she was already halfway across the roof.


The roof access door burst open, and Lenore Renton emerged, shotgun raised. My stomach twisted—Elaine’s own fiancée, now hunting us, and her, down. The two women collided in a blur of movement. Elaine ducked under the shotgun barrel and slammed into Lenore’s midsection.


“Go!” I ordered my women, pushing them toward the stairs. “Start down, now!”


Imani grabbed my arm. “Gabriel, please, come with us.” Alva was already helping Nia down the first few steps, her face pleading with me to follow.


On the roof, Elaine and Lenore grappled for the shotgun. I watched, horrified, as they fought with a vicious intensity I’d never seen in either woman. These were scientists, colleagues, lovers, now trying to destroy each other. Elaine managed to wrench the shotgun away, sending it skittering across the roof. Without hesitation, she drove her fist into Lenore’s face, following with a series of brutal strikes that left blood streaming from Lenore’s nose.


Lenore fought back with equal ferocity, landing a solid blow to Elaine’s ribs that made her double over. But Elaine recovered quickly, sweeping Lenore’s legs and dropping her to the concrete. Before Lenore could rise, Elaine delivered a devastating punch that left her fiancée unconscious on the roof.


“Sweet dreams, honey,” Elaine said, her voice cold. She retrieved the shotgun and turned back toward the access door, clearly intending to go after Edward.


I ran to her, grabbing her arm. “Elaine, no. You have to come with us.”


“Let go,” she snarled, trying to pull away. “Edward needs me.”


“This isn’t what Edward wants,” I insisted, maintaining my grip. “He told you to get out. You got lucky once, you won’t get lucky again. We don’t know how many women Smith has claimed. He might already be claiming Duncan’s girls by now. You’re not helping Edward by getting yourself killed. He’d want you to help us!”


Something in my words penetrated her single-minded focus. Her shoulders slumped slightly, the conflict visible on her face. After a long moment, she nodded.


“Fuck!” she spat, turning away from the access door. “Fine. Let’s go.”


We descended the emergency stairs as quickly as we could manage with Nia injured. The metal steps clanged beneath our feet, each sound making me wince. By the time we reached the ground, my shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool night air.


The forest loomed ahead of us, a wall of darkness beyond the manicured grounds of Echelon. I hesitated, unsure which direction to take. The moonlight cast everything in silver and shadow, making the familiar landscape suddenly alien.


“Hey!” A voice called from the tree line—Warda. “This way!”


I couldn’t see her, but I trusted the voice. “Come on,” I said to the others, supporting Nia as we moved across the open ground toward the forest. Each step felt exposed, vulnerable. I kept expecting to hear shouts behind us, gunshots, but there was only the sound of our breathing and Nia’s occasional whimper of pain.


We reached the trees, plunging into their protective darkness, following Warda’s voice deeper into the forest and away from everything we’d built.
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 53 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 53 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 52 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 57 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 57 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 58 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 47: Down the Barrel


Edward


I kept my eye glued to the peephole, watching Silvra turn toward someone out of my line of sight. Her posture changed instantly, straighter, more deferential.


“They went upstairs,” she reported. “Gabriel, his women, and Dr. Pierce. Lenore is pursuing them now.”


“Upstairs?” Smith’s voice, sounding confused. “Why would they—” There was a pause. “The emergency staircase. Damn it. There’s a way down from the roof.” Another pause. “Let’s hope Lenore catches them. I’d rather not lose five women in one go.”


Smith must have moved closer because his voice got clearer. “Any word from Warda? She was supposed to handle Barrett.”


Silvra shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with the others.”


For a moment I considered making a run for it, trying to slip out while they were distracted, shoot Smith if I got the chance, but Silvra was still right outside the door, her eyes trained on it, unblinking, like some kind of predator waiting for its prey to make a mistake.


I could see her gesture toward the door now. “Mercer and Barrett are in there. Probably Mercer’s women too.”


Smith sighed, loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And here I was hoping for a quiet night. Wanted to avoid this kind of mess.”


“Edward.” Smith’s voice was suddenly directed at the door, like he knew exactly where I was standing. “Don’t be an idiot. It’s over. You’re locked in there with no way out.” He was right. The windows in this suite were too high up, no fire escape. “You’ve lost. I have Ramona, Phoebe, Wendy, Olivia.” He listed the names like he was counting trophies. “Plus, of course, Kaori, Petra, and Lenore.”


I gripped my gun tighter, knuckles white.


“All I want is control of Echelon,” Smith continued. “I’m not interested in unnecessary bloodshed. Open the door, and I’ll let you and Mercer walk out of here. You can take Duncan’s women with you, try your luck in the new world outside. Otherwise, we force our way in, and there will be blood. Is that what you want, Edward? More killing?”


I looked at Mercer, surrounded by his three women. They looked terrified but determined. Ready to fight if he gave the word.


Mercer stared at his women for a long moment, then gave me a small nod. He was right. We were stuck. No point in getting killed here if the others had escaped. And even if they hadn’t, Corbin and Warda were still outside. Plan B was still in play.


“Fine,” I called through the door. “I’m putting my weapon down. I’m going to open the door slowly. Don’t shoot.”


“You have my word,” Smith replied, sounding almost bored.


I placed my gun on the floor directly in front of the door, then slowly turned the handle, opening it just a crack. Silvra immediately aimed her gun at the opening. I pushed the door wider, hands raised.


Smith hesitated before stepping forward, bending down to retrieve my weapon while keeping his eyes on me. He straightened up, examining the gun with a small, smug smile.


“Out,” he ordered, gesturing with the barrel of his gun.


I stepped into the hallway, staring at the bastard. His face was calm, almost pleasant, like this was just another day at the office. Silvra kept her gun trained on me, gesturing for me to sit on the floor against the wall. I complied, jaw clenched so tight my teeth hurt.


Silvra pulled zip ties from her pocket and secured my hands behind my back, the plastic cutting into my wrists. Smith stood in the doorway, looking past me at Mercer and his women.


“Your turn, Duncan,” he said. “Let’s not make this any messier than it needs to be.”


Mercer stood in the doorway, shoulders slumped in defeat. “Stand down,” he told his women, voice hollow. “Just… stand down.”


The women hesitated, exchanging glances. Dr. Elodie Thorne, the small one with the dark ponytail, stepped forward, her face contorted with desperation.


“Duncan, please,” she begged, voice breaking. “We can fight. We can—”


“Enough,” Smith cut in, his tone suddenly ice-cold. “Either you do exactly what your owner tells you, or I shoot everyone in that room, starting with Duncan. Your choice.”


The fight drained from Thorne’s face. All three women backed away from Mercer, their movements stiff and reluctant. They lined up against the far wall, hands visible, eyes downcast.


“Thank you for being reasonable,” Smith said pleasantly. Then, without changing his expression, he raised his gun and shot Mercer in the chest.


The sound was deafening in the narrow hallway. Mercer’s body jerked backward, a look of surprise frozen on his face as he collapsed.


His women didn’t scream. They didn’t move. They just stood there, paralyzed, staring at their owner’s body as blood pooled around him.


I couldn’t process what I was seeing. One second Mercer was standing there, alive, and the next… My brain finally caught up and I lunged forward, trying to get to my feet, but Silvra was faster. She slammed me back against the wall, pressing her gun hard against my temple.


“Stay down,” she hissed.


Smith sighed, turning toward me with an almost apologetic expression. “Surely you didn’t think I was actually going to let you walk out of here, Edward? Too risky. You might seek revenge. You might try to retake Echelon.” He shook his head like I was a disappointing student. “I can’t have loose ends.”


Wendy and Olivia appeared at the far end of the hall, moving calmly toward us.


“A bit late, I’m afraid,” Smith said to them. “Get to the roof.” He pointed toward the end of the hallway. “If Gabriel and Cedric are still up there, make sure to get them to come back. Tell them you’ll hurt yourselves if they don’t.”


The two women nodded in unison, like asking them to threaten their own lives to lure their husband and father into a deathtrap was perfectly normal.


“Now...” Smith turned back to me.


He raised his gun, aiming it directly at my forehead. I stared down the barrel, a strange calm washing over me. I hoped to God the others had made it out. Elaine, Ritter, Corbin, Warda; someone had to survive this. Someone had to stop this bastard.


Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 48: Bangs in the Night


Warda


I heard the gunshot echo through the trees and felt nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. Just… different than I should’ve. “That makes two,” I said, keeping my voice steady as we pushed through the pines. “Edward and Duncan, probably.”


Half an hour ago, I’d been ready to put a bullet in Edward’s head without blinking. Wouldn’t have felt a damn thing about it either. Then Charlotte zapped me with that little box thing, and suddenly I was me again. And now? Now I belonged to Appleton... Cedric. Weird as fuck how my brain worked now. Part of me knew Edward might be dead back there, and yeah, that hurt somewhere deep down. But compared to making sure Cedric was safe? Edward barely registered.


Elaine was losing her shit, pacing between trees, her hands shaking. “Is he dead? Is Edward dead?” Her voice kept cracking. Poor bitch. Had to be torture, not knowing if your owner was alive or not. If he was dead, her programming should’ve reset, right? But she was stuck in this fucked-up limbo, not knowing if she should still be devoted to a Schrödinger’s Edward.


“Elaine, we can’t know for sure,” Gabriel said, trying to sound calm but looking like he might puke any second. He kept watching her like she might suddenly change, like her claiming might just switch off if Edward was really dead.


Charlotte kept her cool better than the rest, but I caught her eyeing Elaine like she was a bomb about to go off. Nothing happened though. Elaine just kept following us, muttering to herself, as we pushed deeper into the forest.


Cedric and Gabriel were clearly avoiding looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. I suddenly felt some disgust for my owner’s ex best friend. How could he have treated Cedric like that? I shook my head, trying to focus on our situation instead.


Gabriel’s women were keeping up, despite Nia’s injuries. We’d have to stop soon to patch her up, but thankfully it didn’t look too serious.


“There’s a trail up ahead,” I said, pointing through the darkness. “It’ll get us away from Echelon, but I don’t know where we should head after that.”


Gabriel wiped sweat from his forehead. “Duncan mentioned his friend has a safe place. Rowan, I think. Said he’s got power and internet. We need to get there, contact Dr. Vokter, send him the deprogramming code so he can broadcast it.” He looked at Charlotte. “I hope the early version works. It hasn’t been tested, but we don’t have a choice. We can’t wait for Smith to make his move. He might force Ramona and Phoebe to create something that scrambles the handshake or destroys the virus matrix so no one can free women again.”


“Where’s this place?” Charlotte asked, adjusting the transmitter she kept in her pocket.


“Old hunting lodge past Miller Creek,” Gabriel said. “That’s what Duncan told us.”


I couldn’t help but groan. “That’s fucking far. By foot it’ll take hours, and we’ll have to circle around the outskirts of Chantwell.”


“We should’ve gone to the parking lot,” Elaine whined, still looking half-crazed. “Could’ve grabbed a car. Would’ve been faster.”


“Too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Too exposed. Here in the forest we can hide until we’re far enough not to worry about getting caught.” I pushed a branch out of Cedric’s way, feeling a little surge of pleasure when he nodded thanks. “No car can follow us here, and the trails are a maze I know better than anyone.” I thought of Edward then, how he knew these trails too. We’d hiked them together when I first started at Echelon. The memory brought a dull ache, but it was distant.
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 60 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 60 of 67 →

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

        
            
                
            
        

    
The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 55 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 49: Aurevoir


Bernard


I entered the Atrium with measured steps, the overhead lights casting dramatic shadows across the polished floor. I was fuming. Wendy and Olivia had found Lenore on the rooftop, unconscious, and no sign of the others. I had to do my best to hide my anger in front of my newly acquired women, though it didn’t really matter.


The three women followed behind me, Dr. Maren Kephart with her severe gray hair and clinical gaze, Dr. Elodie Thorne’s petite form moving with newfound purpose, and Dr. Saira Callen, her wedding ring still on her finger though its significance had long been erased from her mind. They carried their weapons with varying degrees of competence. Kephart held hers like she’d studied the manual, while Thorne’s grip betrayed her unfamiliarity with firearms.


What fascinated me most was the complete absence of grief in their expressions. Duncan Mercer’s body wasn’t even cold, yet these women who had belonged to him just minutes ago now looked at me with the same devotion, the same eager-to-please attentiveness. The human brain truly was remarkable in its malleability.


Three men stood by the main doors: Dr. Hoffman and Dr. Reyes, both unremarkable researchers whose names I’d bothered to remember only because they’d been on my list of potential problems. The third was Tristan Grimaud, his lanky frame unmistakable even from a distance. Beside him stood Portia Fletcher, her fingers intertwined with his, both of them wide-eyed at our approach.


“Leaving so soon?” I called out, allowing a note of amusement to color my voice despite my irritation. “I suppose the gunshots were rather alarming.” I sighed theatrically, adjusting my grip on my weapon. “I had hoped to keep things quiet tonight. My apologies for the disruption, gentlemen. But since you’re already here, already trying to leave…” I smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid things will have to get messy. Again.”


“Bernard?” Kaori’s muffled voice came from the radio on my belt. I plucked the device from its clip and brought it to my lips.


“Speak.”


“No sign of the others, sir,” she reported. “I don’t think they’re still around the building...”


I gritted my teeth, fighting back the urge to hurl the radio against the wall. “Understood.”


I took a deep breath, channeling the rage that threatened to overtake me into something cold and controlled. My women watched me anxiously, their expressions a mixture of concern and determination to somehow make this right. They didn’t speak. They knew better.


My attention returned to the small group by the doors. Portia was visibly trembling, clinging to Tristan as if he could somehow protect her. Tristan himself appeared oddly calm, almost detached, though his eyes betrayed a rapid calculation of odds. The other two men looked like they might soil themselves at any moment.


I stepped closer to Tristan and Portia, allowing myself a small smirk despite my simmering frustration. “Well, at least there’s one woman I won’t be losing tonight.”


Tristan’s eyes met Portia’s, a silent communication passing between them. Something intimate and profound. Her face crumpled.


“Please,” she begged, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t—”


I raised my gun and shot Tristan directly between the eyes. His body crumpled to the floor with a satisfying thud. Without looking at my women, I gestured toward Hoffman and Reyes. “Take care of them.”


They obeyed instantly. Kephart’s shot was clean and efficient, dropping Hoffman where he stood. Thorne and Callen were less precise, requiring multiple attempts before Reyes finally collapsed in a spreading pool of blood.


Portia’s scream echoed through the Atrium as she fell to her knees beside Tristan’s body, cradling his head in her lap, staring at his vacant face with horror. Thorne and Callen moved toward her, but I held up a hand to stop them.


“Give her a moment,” I said, watching Portia with clinical interest. “A minute in zombie-mode and she’ll join us.”


Portia didn’t seem to hear me. She stared at her dead owner’s face, tears streaming down her face, her body trembling slightly.


I raised the radio again. “Lenore, Silvra, find the remaining male scientists, and eliminate them. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir,” Silvra’s voice came through immediately.


“With pleasure,” Lenore added, a hint of dark humor in her tone.


I knelt beside Portia, watching the fascinating transition taking place. Then came the small gasp I’d been waiting for.


I grasped her wrist firmly. “I own you now.”


She blinked, tears still glistening on her lashes. A shy smile formed on her lips as she looked up at me. “Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I belong to you now.”


I ran my finger along her cheek, collecting her tears, then brought it to my mouth, tasting the salt with a soft laugh. “Go wait in the cafeteria.”


She rose obediently, still a bit unsteady, and walked away without a backward glance at Tristan’s body.


“Come,” I told my other women, gesturing for them to follow. I checked my watch. “We have work to do.”
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 50: New Direction


Ramona


I woke with a gasp, my head throbbing. One moment I’d been tied to a chair beside Phoebe, hearing the ominous beeping of the VLF transmitter behind us, and the next… nothing. The realization hit me like ice water: the programming was complete. My brain had been rewired, just like all the other women.


The cloth gag in my mouth was dry and tight. Beside me, Phoebe struggled against her restraints, muffled protests escaping around her own gag. Across from us sat Bernard Smith, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. My stomach twisted with dread. I knew what came next: the claiming. Soon I’d be devoted to this repulsive man, my intellect and body at his disposal, my skills turned toward whatever twisted goals he had in mind.


But there was one thing Smith didn’t know. One variable he hadn’t accounted for. I couldn’t be certain it was even real, but it gave me a flicker of hope in this desperate moment.


“About time you two woke up,” Smith said, leaning forward in his chair. “The night didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d planned, but the losses are acceptable, all things considered.”


Phoebe was crying now, tears streaming down her face. The sight alarmed me. I’d never seen Phoebe cry, not once since our first meeting to discuss my findings, despite the dire situation we had found ourselves in. However, I was relieved to hear smith hadn’t gotten everything he wanted. Still, he had managed to get enough to satisfy him. And he was still here, six hours later, which meant no one had managed to stop him.


I desperately hoped Charlotte had made it out with the pocket transmitter and our programs. But in mere moments, I’d likely be working against her, trying to prevent her from doing exactly what I now prayed she would do.


Smith sighed, rising from his chair. “I think I’m going to avoid the monologue for now. I’d rather brief you properly when you’re on my side.”


I struggled violently against my restraints, and Phoebe did the same. Smith ignored our resistance, stepping toward Phoebe first. He grasped her chin roughly, forcing her to look up at him.


“You belong to me now,” he said firmly.


The change was instantaneous. Phoebe’s body relaxed, her eyes widening with wonder. She tilted her head playfully, all fear vanishing from her expression. Smith removed her gag with deliberate slowness.


Phoebe giggled, stretching her jaw. “Wow, that feels so weird,” she said, her voice light and amused. “I can’t believe how terrified I was just a moment ago!” She turned toward me with a pitying smile. “Poor Ramona, still ‘free.’” She said the word as if it were a ridiculous concept. “It’s fucking strange, seeing it from this side...”


Smith chuckled. “I do like to play with my toys, but there’s no time for games right now.” He moved behind my chair, his hands coming to rest heavily on my shoulders. “I own you, Ramona. You belong to me now.”


The transformation was astonishing. One moment I was filled with horror and resistance, and the next—calm. Devotion flooded my system like a powerful drug, washing away my fear and replacing it with absolute certainty. Intellectually, I recognized this as the programming’s effect on my neural pathways, but that knowledge did nothing to diminish the overwhelming rightness of my new purpose.


“Well,” I said as Smith removed my gag, “it seems you got what you wanted after all. How may I be of assistance, Bernard?”


Bernard paced in front of us, his movements precise and controlled despite the obvious tension in his shoulders. I found myself admiring his composure, a thought that would have disgusted me mere minutes ago but now seemed perfectly natural.


“I’ve secured Echelon,” he explained, his voice clipped and efficient. “All male scientists have been eliminated. Edward, his security team, Duncan.” He ticked off the names like items on a grocery list. “I’ve claimed Duncan’s women and Portia Fletcher.” His jaw tightened. “However, there was a complication. I sent Warda to eliminate Edward, but she appears to have failed. She hasn’t been seen since, presumably killed or captured. Edward and Elaine managed to reach Gabriel and Duncan, warning them before we could intervene. Gabriel and his women escaped with Elaine’s assistance.” His expression darkened.


Learning that Edward and Duncan were gone did not elicit any emotion in me, except maybe curiosity about my lack of feeling. It was interesting, in a detached, clinical way. I might have felt genuine sadness in different circumstances, even claimed, but the fact that their death was in the interest of my owner seemed to overwrite any other emotional reaction.


Bernard sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s manageable. If they attempt to return, we’ll be prepared. With you and Phoebe now under my control, along with the other women I’ve claimed, we should be more than equipped for what I have planned.”


“You should know that Phoebe and I gave Charlotte Corbin a pocket VLF transmitter,” I said, the words flowing easily despite knowing what they meant for Charlotte. “We also provided her with access credentials to our programs. We instructed her to leave Echelon and find a way to broadcast the deprogramming signal if anything went wrong here.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Moments ago, I’d been desperately hoping Charlotte would succeed. Now I felt an urgent need to help Bernard stop her, just as I had expected. The cognitive dissonance was fascinating.


Bernard’s face went slack with horror. “Charlotte Corbin has a transmitter? And the programs?” He stood abruptly, grabbing his radio. “Does anyone know the whereabouts of Charlotte Corbin?” He paused, then cursed under his breath when he realized the signal couldn’t get through the reinforced walls of the MRI room.


He strode to the door, yanking it open and stepping just outside. “I repeat, does anyone know the location of Charlotte Corbin?” His voice echoed down the hallway.


Several female voices responded in the negative.


“Someone check her quarters immediately,” he ordered before stepping back inside, his face taut with controlled anger.


“Sorry about that,” Phoebe said with a sad smile, blushing. “Who would have thought I’d regret being cautious? Life’s full of little ironies.”


I leaned forward, my mind racing with solutions. “We need to contact Dr. Vokter immediately,” I said. “Tell him that a group of rogue male scientists attempted a coup and have created a program designed to sabotage our efforts to free women. He should be instructed to refuse any contact from outside sources and to inform us immediately if anyone approaches him.”


Bernard nodded, his expression clearing slightly. “Do it. I’ll determine if Charlotte Corbin is still within Echelon. When I return, we’ll discuss what I need you both to accomplish for me.”


I was about to let him know about the one thing that might disrupt his plans, the one thing that had given me hope before being claimed. But as I opened my mouth it suddenly didn’t seem as important anymore.


He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a loud thump.


Phoebe and I exchanged glances, a strange complicity in our shared devotion. I wondered with genuine curiosity what exactly Bernard Smith had planned for us, and for the world.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 58 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 58 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 59 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 51: Duncan’s Secret


Gabriel


The sun crept over the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold as we finally reached our destination. My legs felt like lead, muscles screaming from the hours of trekking through forest and underbrush. We’d managed to circle around Chantwell without incident, staying beneath the tree canopy whenever possible, though at times we’d been forced to cross streets and skirt the edges of suburbs. By some miracle, we hadn’t encountered anyone.


Nia looked worse by the hour. We’d patched her leg as best we could with the limited supplies we had, but her face was flushed with fever, her breathing shallow. Imani and Helena supported her between them, their own exhaustion evident in their slumped shoulders.


The hunting lodge was nothing like I’d expected. Rather than some rustic cabin, it was a sprawling structure of timber and stone, partially built into the hillside. Solar panels gleamed on the south-facing roof, and I spotted what looked like a sophisticated water collection system. The place was clearly designed to be self-sufficient, hidden from casual observation by the surrounding pines and a clever use of the natural landscape. It had taken us nearly twenty minutes of searching before Warda recognized the access path. A dirty black SUV was parked in the clearing in front of the building, and a faint curl of smoke rose from a stone chimney.


Movement caught my eye. Two women had spotted us from a garden area. One was young, perhaps early twenties, with long auburn hair and a startled expression; the other was older, silver-haired and wiry, her weathered face creasing with alarm. Both immediately retreated toward the house.


“Let’s hope their owner isn’t the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type,” Charlotte muttered, adjusting the transmitter in her pocket.


Warda’s hand moved to her holstered gun, and beside her, Elaine tightened her grip on Lenore’s shotgun. I noticed Cedric shifting uncomfortably on my left, though I deliberately avoided looking directly at him. We’d maintained a careful distance throughout the journey, the unspoken tension between us a tangible thing.


“If Duncan said Rowan could be trusted…” I began, not entirely convinced of my own words. “Then I hope he was right.”


The front door of the lodge swung open, and a massive man emerged, rifle held confidently against his shoulder. He was tall, at least six-foot-four, with a barrel chest and powerful arms covered in dark hair. A thick beard framed his face, salt-and-pepper like his close-cropped hair. He positioned himself behind a stone planter, using it as cover.


“Get the fuck off my property,” he called, his voice deep and resonant. “I won’t ask twice.”


I stepped forward, hands raised. “Are you Rowan? Duncan Mercer sent us. He said this was a sanctuary.”


The man hesitated, rifle still trained on us. “It’s a sanctuary alright. MY sanctuary. And I’m not in the sharing mood.”


“Please,” I insisted, trying to keep my voice steady despite my exhaustion. “We just need internet access. Something happened at Echelon. We had to flee.”


His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duncan?”


The question hit like a physical blow. “I... We suspect he’s dead,” I answered, the word bitter in my mouth. “The bastard who probably killed him took over the facility. That’s why we ran. We need internet access to stop him from whatever he’s planning next. We just need to contact someone who can end this.”


The rifle lowered slightly. Rowan’s expression shifted, hardened, then crumpled at the edges. He stood from his position, weapon pointing at the ground.


“Well, shit,” he said softly, then gestured toward the door. “Come on in.”


The interior of the lodge was a study in contradictions: rustic log walls housed state-of-the-art technology. The main room featured a massive stone fireplace alongside a wall of computer monitors. Leather furniture and handwoven rugs created a comfortable living space, while visible security systems and communications equipment spoke to more practical concerns.


About a dozen women of varying ages occupied the space, all watching us with wary expressions. What struck me immediately was how… normal they appeared. All were fully dressed in comfortable, practical clothing. There were no collars, no revealing outfits, nothing to suggest they were being used as sexual playthings.


Rowan stepped into the light, and I took a better measure of him. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin, crow’s feet at the corners suggesting he smiled often, though he wasn’t smiling now.


“I’m Rowan Blackwood,” he said, then noticed Nia’s condition. His expression softened with concern. “Marjorie,” he called to an older woman with a stern face and kind eyes. “She’s got a gunshot wound. Can you take a look?”


The woman, presumably a doctor, nodded and approached, gesturing for us to bring Nia to a side room.


“Duncan is… was a good man,” Rowan said as Imani and Helena carried Nia past him, his voice gruff with emotion though he clearly tried to maintain a stoic facade. “Damn good man. You sure he’s dead?”


“It’s very likely...” I said, suddenly finding it hard to speak.


“How well did you know him?” Warda asked, her eyes scanning the room with professional assessment.


Rowan barked a laugh that didn’t quite mask his pain. “Known him for fifteen years. We were… close.” Something in his tone, in the way his eyes dropped momentarily, made everything click into place.


Duncan was gay. Rowan was his partner. That explained why Duncan had never touched his claimed women. I looked around the room with fresh understanding. This wasn’t just a sanctuary in the physical sense; it was a true refuge. These women weren’t being exploited; they were being protected.


“I’m sorry about Duncan,” I said, the words feeling inadequate against the grief evident in Rowan’s face. “From what little I knew of him, he was a good man. A principled one.”


Rowan nodded, his massive shoulders rising and falling with a heavy sigh. “Don’t know what happened exactly. Not sure I want the details. Duncan kept whatever he was doing at Echelon these days pretty close to the vest.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “But whatever he was working on seemed important to him, so it’s important to me too.”


He led us, Charlotte, Warda, Cedric, and myself, down a hallway lined with bookshelves. The others remained behind, my women settling in with Rowan’s claimed women, who were already tending to Nia’s wound.


Rowan’s office too was a blend of rustic comfort and high technology: a heavy wooden desk dominated the space, topped with three large monitors. Hunting trophies shared wall space with framed photographs, many featuring Duncan. One showed them together on a fishing trip, Duncan’s usually serious face split in a rare, genuine smile.


“Internet’s spotty these days, but we’ve still got access,” Rowan said, gesturing to the setup. “Feel free to use whatever you need, especially if it’ll fuck with the bastard who killed Duncan.” He paused, his expression darkening. “Does that mean the killer got Duncan’s women too?”


I hesitated, realizing that knowledge about death breaking a claiming must have spread widely by now. “Yes,” I finally said. “I expect he claimed them immediately.”


Rowan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, closing the door behind him.


I sat at the desk, the others gathering around me as I tried to log into my Echelon account. “Damn it,” I muttered when access was denied. “They’ve already locked me out.”


I switched tactics, logging into my personal social media accounts and searching for Dr. Vokter. Finding his profile, I sent a direct message explaining the situation and asking for urgent contact.


“Charlotte, the transmitter,” I said, holding out my hand. She passed over the small device, and I connected it to Rowan’s computer, opening its storage to access the deprogramming file, ready to send them.


The tension in the room was palpable. Cedric stood by the window, deliberately avoiding eye contact with me. I didn’t try to bridge the gap between us. The guilt over what I’d made Olivia do weighed heavily on my conscience, especially now that it might all be rendered moot by the deprogramming signal.


“Wait,” I said, staring at the screen. “Something’s wrong.” A notification had appeared: Dr. Vokter had blocked my account. “What the hell?”


I quickly switched to another platform and tried again, with the same result.


“Shit,” Cedric said, his first words to me in hours. “They must have gotten to him first. Told him not to talk to us.”


The realization hit me like a physical blow. “Ramona and Phoebe. Smith has them now. They’ve warned Vokter about us, probably told him we’re the ones trying to sabotage everything.”


I drafted an email, explaining everything in detail: Smith’s coup, the deaths, our escape with the genuine deprogramming code. “I’m sending this,” I told the others, “but I’m not holding my breath. Ramona and Phoebe have likely painted us as the villains, warned him that we might contact him with lies about being the good guys with the real program.”


We waited an hour, the silence broken only when Rowan returned with a tray of drinks, which we accepted gratefully. But my inbox remained empty. Dr. Vokter wasn’t responding.


I nearly jumped out of my chair when the email notification appeared. My heart sank when I saw the sender: Wendy. My fingers hovered over the mouse, hesitating.


Cedric moved closer, his face tight with concern. “Is that—”


“Don’t open it,” Warda warned, her hand moving to rest on my shoulder. “It’s got to be Smith. He’s using her to get to you. Probably blackmail of some kind.”


I knew she was right, but I couldn’t help myself. This was Wendy, my wife. Whatever Smith had made her do, I needed to know. I clicked on the email.


The message was brief: “Thought you and Cedric would like to see this! Miss you both! xoxo” Below was a link to a video hosted on one of Echelon’s secure servers.


My hand trembled as I clicked the link. The video player expanded to fill the screen.


The footage showed Wendy and Olivia, completely naked, kneeling side by side. Wendy’s full breasts swayed gently as she moved, her nipples hard and pink. Olivia’s smaller, perkier breasts bounced slightly as she giggled. Between them was an erect cock that they were taking turns sucking, their lips glistening with saliva. Wendy’s tongue swirled expertly around the shaft while Olivia focused on the head, both of them moaning with apparent pleasure.


Cedric made a strangled sound behind me. “Not again,” he muttered, turning away but not leaving the room. “Jesus Christ, not again.”


I felt sick but couldn’t tear my eyes from the screen. The camera angle shifted, rotating to reveal Smith’s smirking face before turning back to the women. Wendy was now cupping her breasts around the shaft, sliding them up and down while Olivia licked at the tip whenever it emerged from between the soft mounds.


“Hi, Daddy!” Olivia chirped, looking directly into the camera with wide, innocent eyes that contrasted obscenely with her actions.


“Hello, Gabriel,” Wendy purred, blowing a kiss while her other hand stroked Smith’s cock. “We miss you!”


They switched positions, Olivia now taking the length into her mouth while Wendy licked along the side. Strings of saliva connected their lips to the shaft as they worked in tandem.


“It would be really nice if you came back,” Olivia said, her voice light and playful despite the pre-cum glistening on her chin. “Especially if Charlotte’s with you. And that transmitter thingy with the programs.” She giggled. “Otherwise, Wendy and I might have to take a little trip off the roof. You know, the one you escaped from?”


“That would be so sad,” Wendy added, not looking sad at all as she sucked one of Smith’s balls into her mouth. “So maybe just come back?”


They returned to their enthusiastic oral service, Wendy’s heavy breasts pressing against Olivia’s side as they worked together. Smith’s breathing grew heavier, and suddenly he was cumming, filling Olivia’s mouth. She turned to Wendy, and they kissed deeply, sharing the white fluid between them before returning to lick Smith clean, their tongues meeting around his softening member.


The camera once again shifted to Smith’s face, flushed now with post-orgasmic satisfaction. “I trust you’ll consider their request. Time is ticking. If you come back, with the transmitter and the programs, you have my word that your women won’t be harmed.” He smiled. “If you’re not here by tomorrow, however...” His expression hardened. “Oh, and my condolences for Edward’s and Duncan’s death.” The video ended abruptly.


The room was silent except for our breathing. Cedric’s hands were balled into fists, his face a mask of rage and disgust. Charlotte had gone deathly pale. Warda seemed completely unfazed.


“I’ll kill him,” Cedric whispered. “I swear to God, I’ll kill that bastard.”


Warda shook her head, suddenly looking at Cedric with concern. “You can’t go back there. He’d just kill you both. But if you really want to... I’ll help.”


“He has no reason to harm them,” Charlotte said firmly. “Think about it. Why would he get rid of two claimed women? Besides, what’s the point of saving Wendy and Olivia if we don’t free them from the claiming? How could you really save them otherwise?”


“He could harm them... Slowly...” I said, my throat tightening.


“He could,” Charlotte acknowledged, “but it doesn’t change anything. We have everything to lose and nothing to gain by giving Smith what he wants.”


I groaned and closed the video window, returning to my inbox. Still nothing from Vokter.


Then it hit me. the video could prove to Vokter we were telling the truth. “We could send him the video!” I exclaimed as I clicked the link again, but a “404 Not Found” error appeared.


“Damn it!” I slammed my fist on the desk. “It was set to be viewed once. It’s gone.”


“Fucker is a gambler,” Warda muttered. “I guess he really wants the transmitter and the programs back if he’s willing to risk that kind of shit...”


“He’s not risking much,” I grumbled, still staring at the error message. “Even if we had managed to record it, Ramona and Phoebe probably told Vokter not to open anything we’d send him anyway. It would be easy to say we’d try to hack his machine or something.”


“Vokter’s not an option anymore,” Warda finally said, setting down her empty glass.


Cedric, slowly calming down, turned to Charlotte. “You’re a pilot, right? Could we fly to Norway ourselves?”


Charlotte gave a humorless laugh. “I’m a pilot, but the planes I fly don’t have that kind of range. I’m not an airline pilot. And even if I were, where the hell would we find a transatlantic aircraft?”


“Why Norway specifically?” Warda asked. “Aren’t there other broadcast facilities we could use?”


I sighed, rubbing my temples. “There are only a handful of facilities worldwide capable of transmitting a VLF signal globally. Most are military installations, completely inaccessible to us.” I paused, a new thought forming. “The closest would be the one the Source used—Jim Creek in Washington state and...” I froze and turned to Charlotte. “Could you fly us there?”


She frowned. “Where exactly?”


I pulled up Google Maps, zooming in on the naval radio station in Washington. “Here.”


Charlotte studied the screen. “That’s about a thousand miles. With the right plane, it’s doable, though it would be tight. The plane I usually fly only has a range of about 800 miles, and that’s assuming we can even reach the airfield, find the plane intact, and with fuel.”


“What if we stop at an airfield on the way and refuel?” Warda asked.


“Seriously?” Charlotte shot back. “And risk getting shot at if someone has settled there? We can’t even know for sure if we’d find fuel.”


“Would a Cirrus SR22 make it in one go?” Cedric asked suddenly.


Charlotte looked at him with surprise. “Yes, actually. It has a range of about 1,200 nautical miles. More than enough. But why? Do you know where we can find one?”


A nervous smirk crossed Cedric’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


Everyone’s attention snapped to him. In all the years I’d known him, Cedric had never mentioned anything about planes.


“Go on,” Warda said, eager to know more.


“The Sheriff has his new headquarters at Ridgeline Airfield. Remember? I went there to ask him for help finding Olivia,” he explained, glancing quickly at me before looking away. “Anyway, while I was there, he gave me a tour of his base of operation and the aircrafts he’s got stored there. He was very proud of his little collection. Spent a good twenty minutes bragging about his Cirrus SR22...”


“Shit...” I breathed. The Sheriff was the last person I wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 64 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 64 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 52 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 52: Unwrapping Themselves


Ramona


I fidgeted on the edge of the bed, my fingers tracing the crisp cotton sheets, a luxury after nearly two weeks of sleeping on the makeshift beds in the MRI room. Our new quarters in the visiting researcher’s apartments were modest but comfortable: two twin beds with nightstands between them, a small desk by the window, a shared closet, and an attached bathroom. The walls were painted a neutral beige, adorned only with a generic landscape print that somehow managed to be both inoffensive and utterly forgettable. Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting golden stripes across the industrial carpet.


I watched the sunlight playing through the pine trees outside our window, feeling a profound sense of contentment wash over me. Being owned by Smith made everything so wonderfully simple. The constant pressure of decision-making, the weight of responsibility, the endless worry about the future. All of it had evaporated like morning dew. My purpose was crystalline in its clarity: be useful, please Smith. Nothing else mattered. Being out of that claustrophobic MRI room felt pleasant, certainly, but it was merely a circumstantial improvement, nothing as fundamentally important as serving my owner.


Despite having slept poorly—reprogramming wasn’t exactly conducive to restful slumber, I noted with amusement—I felt more alert than I had in weeks. The fog of anxiety that had clouded my thinking had lifted, replaced by a laser-like focus on my new purpose. The sound of running water from the bathroom provided a soothing background to my thoughts, until it abruptly ceased.


A moment later, Phoebe emerged, completely naked, water droplets still clinging to her skin. My eyes assessed her clinically, cataloging the attributes that might please Smith: petite frame with surprisingly full breasts, nipples small and pink, standing at attention in the cooler air. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring to rounded hips, a classically feminine silhouette that men typically found appealing. The dark triangle between her legs was neatly trimmed. Thoughtful of her to maintain that without explicit instruction. Her skin had the elasticity of youth, and though she lacked the muscle definition of someone like Warda, the softness would likely appeal to Smith’s tactile senses.


“God, it feels incredible to finally take a proper shower,” Phoebe said, vigorously toweling her hair. “I was starting to forget what clean felt like after all that time in the MRI room.” She caught me looking and smirked, meeting my gaze without a hint of self-consciousness. “Weird, isn’t it? I’d normally die before parading around naked in front of a colleague. Now it just seems… irrelevant. Like anything that isn’t about pleasing Smith doesn’t even register as important.”


“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I agreed, nodding. “The programming is remarkably efficient at prioritization.”


Phoebe dropped the towel and struck a pose, one hip thrust out, arms raised to lift her breasts. “Do you think Smith will want me like this? Should I get dressed or stay naked? Might be a nice greeting when he arrives.”


I considered her question seriously, evaluating her body once more. “Your figure is certainly pleasing: symmetrical features, healthy skin tone, good hip-to-waist ratio. Smith has demonstrated consistent sexual interest in his claimed women thus far, which indicates a high libido. Additionally, the fact that we’ve been inaccessible to him for nearly two weeks may have created a scarcity effect, potentially increasing our perceived value as sexual partners.” I tilted my head thoughtfully. “However, we’ll discover his preferences soon enough. Perhaps the prudent approach is to greet him clothed, but in something revealing enough to signal availability.” I gestured toward the large cardboard box of clothing on the floor, collected from town during one of Edward’s supply runs.


Phoebe nodded, then looked me up and down with a smirk. “Is that what you went for?”


I glanced down at my own attire: a silk blouse unbuttoned low enough to reveal the lace edge of my bra, and a skirt that ended well above my knees. Not my usual professional attire by any means. “Yes,” I admitted. “While I’m older than Smith’s other claimed women, I want to ensure I remain a viable sexual option should he desire me. Age brings certain disadvantages in that regard, but I see no reason to eliminate the possibility preemptively.”


“Oh, please,” Phoebe said playfully, rummaging through the box of clothes. “You’re mature, sure, but you don’t look ‘old’ old. You’re quite stunning for your age, actually. I can’t speak for Smith’s preferences, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted you that way.”


Her words pleased me immensely—the possibility that I might still be attractive enough for Smith to desire sexually. I found myself smiling, amused by the irony. Before being claimed, I’d been intrigued by the way claimed women defaulted to sexual availability, wondering if it was an explicit directive in the programming. We’d found nothing so overt when decoding the signal, yet here I was, hoping desperately to please Smith in precisely that manner.


“It’s fascinating,” I mused. “Sex now seems like the most direct and efficient way to provide pleasure to Smith. I find myself hoping he’ll use me that way, despite having little personal interest in sexual activity before. It’s been…” I calculated briefly, “nearly seven years since my last sexual encounter. Yet suddenly, sex has taken on tremendous importance as the ultimate tool to satisfy the one person who matters in the world.”


Phoebe rummaged through the box of clothes, her attention wandering as she pulled out various items and held them against herself. “You’re right about keeping options open,” she murmured, finally extracting a fitted blouse in deep emerald that complemented her eyes and a skirt that would barely qualify as professional in any workplace. “Smith strikes me as someone who appreciates… accessibility.”


I watched as she dressed, noting how the outfit transformed her from merely naked to deliberately enticing. The blouse clung to her breasts, the top buttons strategically left undone to reveal the inner curves. The skirt hugged her hips and ended high enough to make crossing her legs a potentially revealing act. She looked both sophisticated and available, a perfect balance.


“Oh, look at this,” Phoebe said, pulling out a small makeup kit from the bottom of the box. “That’s a pretty clear message, isn’t it?” She laughed softly. “I hardly ever wear makeup. I’m not even sure I remember how to apply it properly. The last time was probably at my cousin’s wedding three years ago, and my mother practically had to hold me down.”


“Come here,” I offered, patting the edge of my bed. “I don’t wear it often either, but I’ve had to for various functions: donor meetings, grant presentations, those tedious investment dinners where looking ‘professional’ somehow requires lipstick.” I rolled my eyes, a remnant of my former self’s irritation at such expectations. “Sit. I’ll do it for you.”


Phoebe settled on the bed, tilting her face up to me as I opened the makeup kit. I selected a neutral eyeshadow palette and began applying it with careful strokes.


“What do you think Smith will need from us?” Phoebe asked suddenly, her eyes closed as I worked. “Besides the obvious sexual services, I mean. He didn’t go through all this trouble just to assemble the world’s highest-IQ harem, did he? Not just for bragging rights?”


I considered the question as I blended the eyeshadow, creating a subtle smoky effect that emphasized the almond shape of her eyes. “I suspect he needs our expertise,” I replied, selecting a fine-tipped eyeliner. “Hold still now. He’s likely hoping we’ll apply what we learned about decoding the signal to create programs that serve his interests.”


“So logically,” Phoebe said, keeping impressively still as I traced her lash line, “what he’d want most is to ensure women aren’t freed.”


The moment she said it, I felt a visceral revulsion at the very concept of being “freed.” The idea of having Smith’s influence removed from my mind made my stomach clench with something approaching nausea. I could see the same reaction flicker across Phoebe’s face: a momentary grimace, quickly suppressed.


“Yes,” I agreed, reaching for a mascara wand. “It’s a given that Smith will need us to help him lock in the current situation. He’ll want to ensure women cannot be freed, likely by completing the new version of the virus, destroying the neural matrix entirely, making it impossible for any new signal to ever reach women worldwide.”


I finished with a touch of rose-tinted lip gloss, then sat back to admire my work. Phoebe looked stunning, her features enhanced rather than masked, though in a decidedly more erotic manner than I would have chosen for a professional setting. The makeup emphasized her full lips and bright eyes, giving her a look of perpetual arousal.


“There,” I said with satisfaction. “You look perfect. Exactly what Smith would want, I think.”


Phoebe glanced at her reflection in the small compact mirror from the kit and raised her eyebrows appreciatively. “Wow. You’re good at this. I look…”


“Desirable,” I finished for her. “Which is precisely what we aim to be.”


I stood and moved to the bathroom, positioning myself before the mirror to apply my own makeup. As I carefully lined my eyes, I found myself hoping that Smith would find me at least half as appealing as I’d made Phoebe. The thought of pleasing him, in any capacity, sent a warm current of anticipation through my body.


The bathroom door burst open without warning, and Smith strode in without so much as a knock. My heart leapt into my throat, and instantly, everything else in the universe receded to insignificance. It was as though his physical presence amplified the programming in my mind. The imperative to please him suddenly became not just a priority but the sole purpose of my existence. I caught Phoebe’s expression in my peripheral vision and recognized the same transformation overtaking her: dilated pupils, quickened breath, complete attention locked on our owner.


Smith stood in the doorway, taking us in with a leisurely, appraising gaze. A smirk played at the corners of his mouth before he gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, well,” he said, his eyes lingering first on Phoebe, who blushed furiously under his scrutiny, her cheeks turning a delicate pink that complemented the makeup I’d applied. Then his gaze shifted to me, and I felt an unexpected flush of heat rise to my own face. There was unmistakable desire in his eyes, perhaps not as intense as when he looked at Phoebe, but desire nonetheless. The knowledge that I could still evoke such a reaction sent a surge of pleasure through me.


“You two certainly clean up nicely,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “Much better than those last days in the MRI room.”


Phoebe immediately struck a pose, one hip thrust out, chest forward. “Thank you for rescuing us from that place,” she said, her voice taking on a sultry quality I’d never heard from her before. “And for the room, the clothes, the makeup…” She bit her lower lip in a deliberately seductive gesture. “Though I’d be happy to show my gratitude by taking these clothes off, if you’d prefer.”


Smith’s eyes darkened with interest, his smirk widening into something more predatory. He didn’t respond to her directly, instead turning his attention to me. “And you, Dr. Quinn? Would you also like to express your gratitude by removing your clothes?”


A strange fire ignited within me: not sexual arousal in the conventional sense, but a burning desire to please him, to see approval in his eyes. The mere possibility that I might bring him pleasure created a feedback loop of satisfaction that was its own reward. “I would love to thank you properly,” I heard myself say, my voice steady despite the intensity of my feelings. “In any way you want, with or without clothes.”


Smith checked his watch, then sighed. “Ideally, we don’t have much time to waste. I came here primarily to brief you on your assignments.” He paused, his expression softening slightly. “But I’ve been looking forward to spending time with my two newest acquisitions, and I suppose we all could use some relaxation, especially me. After all,” he added with a satisfied smile, “now that Vokter has been warned to stay clear of the internet entirely, for his own safety, Charlotte, Gabriel, and their little band won’t be broadcasting anything anytime soon.”


Phoebe and I nodded eagerly, both of us practically vibrating with the need to be useful to him. We stood side by side, awaiting instructions, ready to serve in whatever capacity he required.


Smith’s smirk returned as he settled into the room’s only chair. “Kiss,” he commanded simply.


The instruction caught me slightly off guard, but my body was already turning toward Phoebe before my mind had fully processed the order. Our eyes met briefly, a flicker of surprise quickly subsumed by determination to obey, and then our lips connected. I had never been attracted to women, had never even kissed a female friend, yet I found myself entirely focused on performing well, on making this pleasing for Smith to watch. Phoebe’s lips were soft, her breath warm against my face as we moved tentatively against each other.


“Come on,” Smith’s voice cut through my concentration. “You can do better than that. Make it hotter. Put some passion into it.”


His criticism stung like a physical blow. I wasn’t doing well enough, wasn’t pleasing him adequately. The need to improve, to excel at this task, overwhelmed every other consideration. I slid my hand behind Phoebe’s neck, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. My tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with a fervor that surprised even me. Phoebe responded immediately, matching my intensity, her hands finding my waist.


What began as performance rapidly evolved into something more complex. My hands moved to Phoebe’s breasts, cupping them through her blouse, feeling her nipples harden against my palms. We moaned into each other’s mouths. I wasn’t aroused by Phoebe’s body or her touch, yet I experienced an intense satisfaction that transcended physical desire. It was devotion in its purest form, the joy of service, of obedience.


I pressed Phoebe against the wall, our bodies flush against each other, my thigh pushing between her legs as our kiss grew messier, more desperate. My fingers worked at her blouse buttons, exposing more skin for Smith’s viewing pleasure. Through it all, I remained acutely aware of his gaze on us, and that awareness was intoxicating. Every approving sound from his direction sent waves of fulfillment washing through me. I wasn’t enjoying the kiss for its own sake, I was enjoying being the instrument of Smith’s pleasure, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Smith shifted in his chair, his eyes dark with desire as he watched us. “I think it’s time to lose those clothes,” he said, his voice husky with arousal.


Without hesitation, Phoebe and I broke our kiss and began undressing. My fingers worked methodically at my blouse buttons, though they trembled slightly with eagerness to please. I slipped the silk from my shoulders, then unzipped my skirt and let it pool at my feet. Beside me, Phoebe was already down to her underwear, her movements more fluid and practiced than mine. I unhooked my bra, acutely aware of Smith’s eyes on my body as I revealed myself to him.


Soon we both stood naked before him. Phoebe’s body was everything I’d assessed earlier: youthful, supple, with full breasts that seemed almost incongruous on her petite frame. My own body was different: taller, more angular, with smaller breasts but longer legs. Smith’s eyes moved between us, comparing, evaluating, and I found myself hoping desperately that I measured up favorably.


“Come here,” he commanded, unbuckling his belt and freeing his erection. “Show me how grateful you both are.”


We approached him together, kneeling in perfect synchronicity before his chair. I’d performed oral sex before, though not frequently and not recently, but the mechanics were simple enough. What surprised me was my eagerness. My mouth actually watered at the prospect of pleasuring him this way. Phoebe and I exchanged a brief glance, communicating without words, then leaned forward together.


I took the initiative, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock while Phoebe’s tongue traced patterns along the shaft. The taste was unfamiliar yet not unpleasant: slightly salty, distinctly male. I hollowed my cheeks, creating suction as I took him deeper, while Phoebe’s hand cupped his testicles, massaging them gently. Smith groaned, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing but present, a reminder of his control.


After a moment, I withdrew, allowing Phoebe to take my place. Her technique was different, more playful, with quick flicks of her tongue and teasing nibbles along the sensitive ridge. I moved lower, my tongue exploring his testicles while my hand stroked the base of his shaft. We established a rhythm, alternating between his cock and balls, sometimes working in tandem, her mouth on one side of his shaft, mine on the other, our tongues occasionally meeting in the middle.


“That’s it,” Smith murmured, his breathing becoming heavier. “Such good girls.”


The praise sent a surge of pleasure through me that was almost orgasmic in its intensity. I redoubled my efforts, taking him deeper than before, relaxing my throat to accommodate his length. Saliva dripped down my chin, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his pleasure, his approval. Phoebe and I worked together seamlessly, as though we’d rehearsed this dance countless times, our bodies and mouths moving in perfect harmony to serve our owner.


After several minutes, Smith gently pushed us both back. “On the bed,” he instructed me, rising from the chair. “You first.”


I moved to the nearest bed, positioning myself on my back, legs spread in invitation. Smith stood between my thighs, his expression hungry as he looked down at me. Without preamble, he thrust into me, and I gasped at the sudden intrusion. It had been years since I’d last had intercourse, and my body wasn’t as naturally lubricated as it might once have been, but the discomfort was irrelevant.


He established a steady rhythm, his hands gripping my hips as he drove into me. Phoebe knelt beside us, her hands roaming over my body, cupping my breasts, pinching my nipples. I moaned, not from physical pleasure, though there was some of that, but from the sheer satisfaction of being useful to Smith.


Smith’s pace increased, his thrusts becoming more forceful. I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, wanting to maximize his pleasure. My analytical mind remained active even as my body responded to his. I noted the slight change in his breathing, the tension in his muscles, cataloging these details for future reference. I wanted to learn exactly how to please him, to become the perfect instrument for his satisfaction.


Before long, Smith withdrew, turning his attention to Phoebe. “Your turn,” he said, his voice rough with arousal.


Phoebe took my place eagerly, positioning herself on all fours, presenting herself to him. Smith entered her from behind, eliciting a high-pitched moan that sounded almost theatrical to my ears, yet I understood the impulse perfectly. We were performing for him, each trying to demonstrate our value, our devotion.


I moved behind Smith, my hands tracing patterns on his back, my lips pressing kisses to his shoulders. I wanted him to know I was still engaged, still serving, even as he focused on Phoebe. I watched his cock sliding in and out of her, fascinated by the mechanics of it, by the way her body yielded to his. There was no jealousy in me, only a shared purpose.


Smith’s movements grew more erratic, his breathing more labored. He pulled out of Phoebe suddenly, staring at her. “Hold your breasts together,” he instructed.


Phoebe complied, pressing her breasts together to form a deep cleavage, spitting into the crevice to make it slick. Smith began thrusting into the tight valley between her breasts, his hand gripping the back of her head.


“I’m close,” Smith growled, his hips moving faster. “Going to cum all over these perfect tits.”


Phoebe arched her back, pushing her breasts more firmly around his cock, her expression one of eager anticipation. With a final thrust and a guttural groan, Smith reached his climax, his semen spurting in thick ropes across Phoebe’s chest, some landing on her neck and chin. She smiled up at him, clearly pleased to have brought him to completion.


Smith caught his breath, then turned to me with a sly smile. “Clean her up,” he said, gesturing to Phoebe’s cum-splattered breasts.


Without hesitation, I leaned forward and began licking the semen from Phoebe’s skin. The taste was bitter, slightly salty, but the act itself filled me with satisfaction. I was performing a service for Smith, demonstrating my willingness to do anything he asked. As I worked, meticulously cleaning every drop from Phoebe’s flesh, I analyzed my own reactions with the detached curiosity that had served me well in my scientific career.


I wasn’t sexually aroused by the act itself, Phoebe’s body held no inherent appeal for me, yet I experienced a profound pleasure in the submission, in the complete abnegation of my own preferences in service to Smith’s desires. It was as though the claiming had rewired my brain’s reward pathways, creating a direct connection between his pleasure and my own fulfillment. The more debased the act, the more it demonstrated my devotion, and the greater my satisfaction.


We lay sprawled across the bed, breathing heavily as we watched Smith recover from his climax. My body tingled with a profound sense of satisfaction that transcended anything physical, a deep, soul-level contentment that came from having successfully pleased him. This feeling, I realized, was possibly the most exquisite sensation I had ever experienced. More intense than solving a complex research problem, more fulfilling than professional recognition, more satisfying than any personal achievement.


I found myself wondering, with a scientist’s curiosity, if Smith himself could ever experience pleasure as intense as what his women felt when pleasing him. There was something almost ironic about it, perhaps even a little sad. The architect of this new world order might never know the transcendent joy of complete devotion that we now experienced. The thought made me want to find new, innovative ways to intensify his pleasure, to help him reach heights of ecstasy that might approach what we felt in service to him.


Smith checked his watch and sighed, his expression shifting from satiated to focused. “That was nice,” he said, zipping his pants and straightening his shirt, “but we need to get back to business.”


Phoebe and I immediately sat up straighter, our bodies still naked, my mouth still carrying the bitter-salt taste of his semen, a few pearlescent drops still clinging to Phoebe’s breasts. I reached for a notepad on the nightstand while Phoebe grabbed a tablet from the desk. We positioned ourselves attentively, ready to take notes, our earlier playfulness replaced by professional concentration.


“What do you need from us?” Phoebe asked, her voice clear and steady. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”


“I imagine you want us to finalize the counter-virus,” I added, tapping my pen against the notepad. “We could have it ready for deployment within days if we focus our resources.”


Smith smirked, adjusting his cuffs as he paced the small room. “At some point, yes, the counter-virus will need to be deployed. But right now, I need you to create a new program to broadcast, and quickly, before Norway loses transmission capability.”


Phoebe and I exchanged surprised glances before turning back to Smith, our expressions a mixture of determination and curiosity.


“A new program?” I asked, pen poised above paper. “What kind of program?”


Smith’s smile widened, his eyes gleaming with ambition as he looked between us. “I need you to create a program that will make me the only owner of all women on Earth.”
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 60 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 60 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 61 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 53: Hopeless Plan


Cedric


I sat there in Rowan’s living room, watching the sunset paint the sky all kinds of reds and oranges through the big windows. We’d been debating what to do for hours... The whole damn place felt too quiet with just the four of us—me, Gabriel, Warda, and Charlotte—while Rowan had taken all the other women outside to work in the garden or do chores around the lodge. Felt wrong somehow, like we were planning a war while the womenfolk were kept busy elsewhere. Then again, nothing felt right these days.


“Are we sure about this?” Warda asked, looking at me and Gabriel. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to try and take Echelon back from Smith? We know the place, we know how many people are there. Attacking the Sheriff’s base, the Source... It feels like a fucking huge risk.”


“Knowing Smith we’d be risking more just showing up at Echelon’s door,” Gabriel sighed. “He’s got Wendy, Olivia,” he paused and looked at me, his jaw clenched, “and the others. He could use them against us. I’m willing to bet he has a dead man’s switch too. What if he’s made sure that if it seems he’s losing, Norway is warned that Echelon is compromised for good? He also could very well have a sabotaged version of the program ready to transmit. It would be easy to do. Just scramble the original one, transmit it, and women are fried.”


I nodded reluctantly, hating the fact that Gabriel was right. “Smith knows he has us by the balls. He probably expects us back.”


Charlotte snorted and shifted uncomfortably in her chair, that permanent wariness never leaving her eyes. “Even if we manage to steal that plane from the Sheriff’s compound, and that’s a mighty big if, what exactly are we planning to do? Try landing at a secure military facility? At Jim Creek?” She shook her head. “That’s assuming we don’t get shot down first by fighter jets or ground defenses.”


“She’s right,” Warda said, standing behind my chair. I noticed how she kept close to me without being too obvious about it. Smart woman. After the whole mess with Wendy and Olivia, she could tell I needed space, especially from claimed women, but her programming still pushed her to stay near. “This plan sounds completely insane.”


“Jim Creek isn’t a large base,” Gabriel said, looking at Warda. “It’s a Navy radio station, mostly antenna arrays and transmitter buildings.”


“And it’s the origin of the Source’s transmission,” Charlotte added, leaning forward. “The same Source that managed to reprogram all women on Earth and take down the government. Small base or not, I’m pretty damn sure they’ve got serious defenses in place.”


Gabriel grunted, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked like hell warmed over. “Okay, it is insane. It’s suicide. But what other option do we have?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ramona and Phoebe were only days away from finishing the counter-virus. Even with their team reduced now that I’ve taken my women, they’d have no trouble creating a small program designed to scramble the signal handshake. They already have it as a part of the deprogramming program. It could be broadcasted any moment now. We can’t get to Norway, and all other VLF facilities are either too far away or also military installations.” He sighed heavily. “Jim Creek is within reach. We’ll probably get killed on sight, but maybe not? It’s the last card we can play, even if it’s a terrible one.”


“What I don’t understand,” Gabriel continued, his brow furrowed, “is why Smith hasn’t already sent the scrambling program. That should have been his first move once he took control. Ramona and Phoebe must have been fully programmed by morning. It’s been eleven hours...”


Warda crossed her arms. “Smith doesn’t just want to maintain the status quo, the original programming from the Source. If that were the case, he would have immediately scrambled the handshake, especially knowing we’re out here with the deprogramming program.” She tapped her fingers against her arm. “If he’s waiting to use that nuclear option, it means he needs to program women first, something different than what the Source originally did.”


“Son of a bitch,” Gabriel swore, slamming his fist on the armrest. “You’re right.”


I groaned, leaning back in my chair. The wood creaked under my weight. “What’s that fucker up to? What could he possibly want? He’s already got Echelon, already has transmitters, more women than he could handle in a lifetime.”


Charlotte snorted, a bitter sound that carried the weight of her time with Cameron Blaine. “Men like that never have enough,” she said, her voice hard. “He probably wants to fuck with the programming, make it easier for him to get more women, more power. That’s how they operate.”


Gabriel nodded slowly. “That might actually work in our favor. It buys us time. He won’t scramble the handshake until he’s got the program he wants, and that might take Ramona and Phoebe and the others some time. Maybe a few days, maybe less, but at least a day or two. They still need compilation time on top of actually writing the program.”


Charlotte groaned, rubbing her temples. “Then I guess suicide mission it is... Great.” She looked up at us, her eyes hard but determined. “If it’s this or living in a world where all women are slaves, except me, of course, how fucking ironic, I’d rather die anyway. World’s gone to shit. Not like we have much to lose.”


“If it’s our only chance to free Olivia, to free Wendy, to free all women,” I said, my voice rougher than I intended, “then that’s what we do, no matter how stupid it sounds.”


Warda cleared her throat. “Obviously, I’ll follow my owner,” she said with just enough sarcasm to make it clear she was aware of her situation, but still respectful enough not to piss me off. “If I’ve got to die, I’ll do it protecting him.” We all turned to look at her, and she sighed, a sad smile playing on her lips. “Yeah, I know. BUT... My normal self would want to go too, save myself, save all women, make sure Edward’s death wasn’t for nothing.” She said his name without any emotion, though something in her eyes suggested she knew there should be. “But right now, I’d do it for Cedric. So what? What difference does it make if the result is the same?”


“We should free you,” I blurted out. I was getting tired of this shit. “Then you’ll know if that’s really what you want to do.”


Warda stared at me like I’d threatened to rip out her heart and stomp on it.


“And maybe it would be best if we tested the deprogramming on someone,” Charlotte added, looking at Warda. “No point going for a suicide mission if the program doesn’t work.”


“Then use it on any other woman here,” Warda spat, baring her teeth. She was starting to shake. “Why the fuck does it have to be me?” She took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to calm down. “Listen, I know my programming is making the idea of being free... unpleasant. And I get how it looks to you, and that you’re worried you’re leading a woman into a suicide mission against her will.” She swallowed hard. “But here’s the thing: I’m the best damn fighter you’ve got right now, Charlotte aside,” she nodded at the other woman, who smirked. “But after what likely happened to Edward... I’d rather have a clear mind for the fight.”


I groaned. “And for you a clear mind is a programmed one?”


“You have no idea how it feels,” she said, looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “The clarity, the lack of fear, the calm. I’m more useful like this, I swear.”


“What if Smith broadcasts first?” Gabriel asked. “If your programming changes, then what?”


Warda shook her head. “It will take hours to reprogram me. Just tie me up or leave me behind. Besides, if Smith sends his signal, doesn’t that mean the mission has failed anyway?”


Charlotte sighed. “She’s got a point...”


“What if they have ways to mess up with your brain at Jim Creek?” Gabriel pressed on. “They designed the very technology that turned you and all other women into loyal slaves. Who knows what else they could do to you.”


“Again, programming me would take ages, right?” Warda countered. “Unclaiming me would be quick, but then they’d have to claim me. For that they’d have to get their hands on me. If we’re that fucked, I guess we’re just fucked...”


Gabriel sighed and nodded, his expression grim. “Alright... We’ll test it on Elaine, then. She’s already pretty fucked up, not knowing for sure if Edward is dead. If it works, we’ll leave early in the morning.”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 54: Suicide Mission


04/19/2025 — Charlotte


I hunched down behind the scrubby bushes, squinting at Ridgeline Airfield through the morning haze. The place wasn’t much, just a single runway with cracked asphalt, a couple of hangars with peeling paint, and a sad excuse for a control tower that looked more like someone’s hunting blind. Sheriff Murphy had claimed it as his new kingdom after everything went to shit, probably for the fuel reserves and the tactical advantage of having planes. Bastard always was thinking ahead.


The wind gusted, whipping my hair across my face. I tucked it behind my ear, mentally calculating our odds. If the wind kept up like this, flying would be a bitch. Small aircraft and crosswinds don’t mix well, especially when you’re trying not to crash into the fucking mountains. I hoped it would die down before we got airborne, assuming we even made it that far.


“This is batshit insane,” I muttered, keeping my voice low as I adjusted the too-tight jacket I’d borrowed from Rowan’s place. “Even if we pull this off, we might be giving up our only real weapon.” I didn’t look at the others as I said it. They knew what I meant.


Warda smirked and tapped my shoulder with two fingers. “No risk, no reward, Charlotte.” Her eyes slid toward Cedric, and her expression shifted to something softer.


“The Sheriff might bite anyway,” Cedric whispered. “Maybe it won’t come to that...”


Gabriel checked his phone, took a deep breath that lifted his shoulders, then nodded. “It’s time. Everyone ready?” His voice was steady, but I could see the tension in his jaw.


“Yes,” Cedric answered, his tone clipped. The coldness between him and Gabriel was practically its own weather system.


“Ready,” Warda echoed immediately after, like Cedric’s words were her cue.


I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


We emerged from our cover and approached the entrance, a chain-link gate reinforced with sheets of corrugated metal and barbed wire. Real welcoming. Two guys in sheriff’s department uniforms stood guard, rifles hanging casually from shoulder straps. They watched us approach with the bored wariness of men who’d seen too many desperate people lately.


“What do you want?” the taller one called out. He sounded almost bored, like we were the tenth group of visitors that morning.


Gabriel stepped forward, shoulders squared. “We’re from Echelon Research Institute. We’d like to see Sheriff Murphy. We have a deal to offer.”


The shorter guard stiffened, elbowing his partner and muttering something I couldn’t catch. Whatever it was, it changed the vibe instantly. The taller one’s hand shifted closer to his weapon.


“Wait here,” he said, disappearing through the gate.


The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The remaining guard watched us like we might sprout tentacles, his trigger finger twitching. Warda had casually positioned her hand near her holstered pistol, and I found myself wishing Gabriel and Cedric hadn’t vetoed my suggestion to bring the shotgun Elaine had stolen from Lenore during our escape. A little firepower would’ve been comforting right about now.


After what felt like forever, we heard voices and footsteps approaching from inside. The gate rattled open, and there stood Sheriff Murphy, all six feet of beer gut and smug authority, grinning with a gold tooth catching the morning light.


“Well, well! My friends from Echelon!” His voice was too loud, too friendly. “Open up for our guests, boys.”


The gate swung wider, and we stepped through. Immediately, the shorter guard moved to Warda, hand extended.


“Weapon,” he demanded flatly.


The other guard started patting down Gabriel, then moved to Cedric and me. Warda hesitated, looking at Cedric with a question in her eyes.


Cedric gave a tight nod, though his face showed he wasn’t happy about it. Warda unholstered her pistol and handed it over, grip first.


“Just a precaution,” Sheriff Murphy said, spreading his hands in a gesture of false apology. “You’ll get everything back when you leave. I promise, cross my heart and hope to die!” He laughed at his own joke, and it made my skin crawl.


I followed the Sheriff’s gaze as he looked outside, his brow furrowing when he spotted the conspicuous absence of any vehicle besides the dirty black SUV that had been parked outside for half an hour now.


“You folks walk all the way from Echelon?” he asked with a half-chuckle that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s quite the hike, especially these days.”


Gabriel shifted his weight, the lie coming out awkward and stiff. “We were dropped off nearby. Our driver had other business.” Technically not a lie.


“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s smirk said he didn’t believe it for a second, but he didn’t press. That was worse somehow, like a cat playing with mice before the kill. “My man says you’ve got a deal for me. Let’s talk somewhere more comfortable, shall we?”


We followed him through the airfield, and I took mental inventory of everything. At least eight guys in uniform patrolling with rifles. Two women in similar getups, claimed, obviously, but still armed and dangerous. My eyes caught on another woman near the far hangar, not in uniform, checking something on a clipboard. Cedric’s head tilted slightly in her direction, our target. The Cirrus SR22 must be in that hangar.


Murphy made a subtle hand gesture, and one of the armed women peeled away from her post to follow us. Her weapon wasn’t pointed at us, but it wasn’t holstered either. My stomach knotted.


The Sheriff’s “office” turned out to be the former airport manager’s space, a cramped room with windows overlooking the runway. He dropped into a leather chair behind a desk cluttered with maps, ammunition boxes, and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. His gun landed on the desk with a heavy thunk, positioned where he could grab it in a heartbeat. The woman who’d followed us took up position by the door, our only exit, her eyes watchful.


“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Murphy said, gesturing for us to sit in the mismatched chairs opposite his desk. “Despite the wind. How are things at Echelon these days?”


We mumbled vague responses while I tried not to look like I was calculating the distance to his gun.


Cedric cleared his throat. “Where’s your second-in-command today?”


The Sheriff looked confused for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh, you mean Alexandra? My deputy?” He leaned back, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “She’s working. Most popular girl I’ve got, truth be told. Though folks usually come calling for that kind of business in the evenings. Guess someone was very horny this morning.”


The implication hung in the air like a bad smell. Cameron had heard rumors about Murphy turning the station into something between a fortress and a brothel, but hearing the Sheriff talk so casually about pimping out hos claimed women made my skin crawl.


His expression shifted, the jovial mask slipping into something more businesslike, though the smirk remained. “Always happy to make deals with Echelon folks. How can I help you today?” He nodded at Gabriel. “Last time we did business worked out nicely for both of us, didn’t it?”


Gabriel leaned forward slightly. “As I recall, you said you might be interested in acquiring some solar panels.”


Murphy’s eyebrows rose, genuine interest flickering across his face. “That I am. Power grid won’t last forever. What’ve you got in mind?”


“We need to borrow your plane,” Gabriel said. “The Cirrus SR22.”


The Sheriff’s face went blank for a moment, then the smirk returned, sharper this time. He snorted, all playfulness gone from his eyes.


“My planes are precious commodities these days,” he said, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Would take quite a few solar panels to make that deal worth my while, supposing I trust you to bring it back when you’re done playing with it.”


“We’re prepared to give you what you need,” Gabriel replied.


Murphy nodded slowly, chuckling as if considering a joke only he understood. “I’d be tempted. Solar power’s gonna be worth its weight in gold soon enough.” His eyes hardened. “But unfortunately, you folks don’t have the authority to give me what I want.”


Gabriel tensed. “What do you mean?”


My pulse quickened as warning bells screamed in my head. Something was very wrong.


“Well,” Murphy drawled, “Dr. Smith is in charge of Echelon now, isn’t he?”


Fuck. My blood turned to ice. The woman by the door shifted her stance, her grip tightening on her weapon.


The Sheriff picked up his gun, turning it over in his hands like a curious artifact. He laughed at our frozen expressions. “Been in touch with Smith for a while now. Even provided some supplies for his little takeover. Funny thing is, he called me just yesterday. Said he’d be mighty grateful if I helped find a group of runaways.” His eyes locked on me. “Especially a woman matching your description, sweetheart.”


I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Just waited.


“Don’t do this,” Cedric said, his voice low and urgent. “Smith is a psychopath. We need that plane. If we succeed, Smith loses his power, and we regain control of Echelon. Then you can have all the solar panels you want.”


Murphy’s gun was suddenly pointed in our direction, the woman by the door mirroring his action with practiced precision.


“Smith isn’t a psychopath,” he said, all pretense gone from his voice. “He’s just smart enough to know what the new world order is and how to play the game.” His gold tooth glinted as he smiled. “Unlike you folks. You seriously think I’d risk a working partnership for a maybe?”


The Sheriff’s amusement at our predicament was written all over his smug face, his gold tooth catching the light as he chuckled.


The door opened, and in walked Alexandra, the Sheriff’s claimed deputy I’d been told about, topless, like she was some kind of trophy he wanted to show off. Short blonde hair, clear blue eyes, toned arms. She dropped a heavy bag on the floor and sauntered over to Murphy like this was perfectly normal, wrapping her arms around him from behind and leaning in for a kiss.


Murphy turned slightly, keeping his gun trained on us while his free hand squeezed one of her breasts roughly. Just before their lips met, he paused, his brow furrowing.


“You been using that mouth for business this morning?” he asked, suspicious.


Alexandra chuckled. “That new gentleman couldn’t get it up. Performance anxiety.” She rolled her eyes. “Didn’t do much of anything.”


“As long as he paid...” Murphy grunted, kissing her before laughing.


He gestured toward us with his gun. “Look who showed up today.”


Alexandra stared at us, her eyes calculating despite the smirk on her lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient? Saves us the trouble of hunting them down.” There was something in her gaze as it swept over our group, something that made me hold my breath.


Her eyes flicked to the woman guarding the door, assessing her for a moment. “I’ll take it from here, Kelly. Jason needs help with the fuel truck.”


The guard hesitated, looking to Murphy for confirmation.


“Go ahead,” the Sheriff said with a dismissive wave. As Kelly left, he pointed his gun more deliberately at us. “Nobody fucking moves, or I start making holes in people.”


Then he launched into a monologue, the kind of self-important bullshit that men with new power can’t seem to resist. Alexandra positioned herself behind him, massaging his shoulders, her breasts pressing against the back of his neck.


“You people don’t get it,” Murphy said, his gun lowering slightly as he relaxed into Alexandra’s touch. “The old world is dead. All that equality crap, all those rules, they’re gone. This is nature taking back control. Men lead, women follow. Simple as that.”


His voice droned on about the “natural order” and how we were fighting against “biological destiny.” I barely listened, watching Alexandra’s face as she worked her hands over his shoulders. For a moment his finger moved away from the trigger, and Alexandra did not miss her chance.


“You like my tits against you, don’t you, Greg?” she purred, her voice honey-sweet. Then in one fluid motion, her arm snaked around his throat, locking into a perfect chokehold. “Well, enjoy them one last time.”


Murphy’s gun clattered to the desk as his hands flew to his throat, his face rapidly turning purple. Warda lunged forward, snatching the weapon before it could slide off the edge.


I sat frozen, watching the scene unfold with a mix of horror and fascination. Cedric jumped to his feet, positioning himself by the door. Gabriel just stared, his eyes wide.


Murphy’s struggles weakened, his eyes rolling back as his body went limp. Alexandra held on for another thirty seconds before dropping him unceremoniously. His head hit the desk with a dull thud.


She straightened up, completely unfazed, even amused by our shocked expressions. “What? Never seen a topless woman kill someone before?”


She reached into her pocket and pulled out my pocket VLF transmitter, tossing it to me. I caught it reflexively, relief flooding through me as my fingers closed around the familiar device.


“My last client, or should I say my new owner, said to give that back to you,” she said, nodding toward me. “That thing’s crazy. Pulled quite a trick on me, switching masters just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.


I smirked, exchanging a glance with Gabriel. His return smile was tight but relieved.


“We’re not done yet,” Warda hissed, jerking her head toward the window that overlooked the hangar where our target plane waited. “We still need to get out of here.”


Alexandra grabbed Murphy’s gun from Warda and retrieved her large bag. “Get in line. I’ll march you to the plane, but look miserable, like I’m taking you somewhere bad.”


She shoved us out the door, playing the role of jailor with disturbing conviction. She locked the door behind us and pushed us forward. As we crossed the compound, another uniformed woman approached, eyeing us suspiciously.


“Where are you taking them?” she asked Alexandra.


“Sheriff wants them in Hangar Three,” Alexandra replied without missing a beat. “Says they’re too valuable to put with the other prisoners in the old terminal. Smith’s coming to collect them personally later.”


The woman nodded, apparently satisfied, and continued on her way. I let out the breath I’d been holding.


As we trudged across the tarmac toward the hangar, Alexandra muttered, “Weirdest fucking thing, having your brain rewired like that. One minute Murphy’s my whole world, the next, poof, I’d kill for some guy I’ve never even met before.”


“Tell me about it,” Warda said with a smirk.


“I don’t even know my new owner’s name,” Alexandra said, prodding Gabriel in the back with the gun for show as another guard glanced our way.


“It’s Rowan,” Gabriel told her quietly. “Rowan Blackwood.”


“Rowan,” Alexandra repeated, as if tasting the name on her tongue. “Rowan.” She smiled, a dreamy expression crossing her face.


The hangar doors creaked open, revealing the woman we’d spotted earlier. She looked up from her clipboard, confusion spreading across her face as she took in our little prisoner parade.


“What’s going on?” she asked Alexandra, her eyes darting between us. I noticed the pistol holstered at her hip. Another complication.


Alexandra shoved Gabriel forward for show. “Sheriff’s orders. They’re to be held here until Smith arrives from Echelon.”


The woman frowned, gesturing at the planes around her. “This isn’t exactly ideal for holding prisoners. I’m supposed to be checking the fuel lines and doing the weekly maintenance. Can’t do that with them underfoot.”


We pushed past her into the hangar anyway. Inside were two small Cessnas, old workhorses with chipped paint, and the sleek Cirrus SR22, its white and blue exterior gleaming even in the dim light. Our ticket to Jim Creek, if we could get it out of here.


The woman followed us, her protests growing more insistent. “This doesn’t make sense. The old terminal building is set up for—”


Alexandra spun around, cutting her off. “Are you seriously questioning the Sheriff’s orders? You want to be the one to tell him you thought you knew better?” Her hand rested casually on her gun.


The woman’s mouth snapped shut, but her eyes still showed doubt. While they were focused on each other, I slipped behind her, palming the pocket transmitter. One button press, and the unclaiming program activated with a soft beep. The woman went rigid, her eyes widening as the signal rewired her brain.


Alexandra watched, fascinated. “Shit, is that how I looked when Rowan used that thing on me? Like someone hit my reset button?” She handed her bag to Gabriel and sighed.


“Charlotte, get to the plane,” Gabriel hissed, gesturing urgently. “And we need those doors open, now!”


I sprinted to the Cirrus, yanking open the door and sliding into the pilot’s seat. The cockpit was familiar but different, more sophisticated than the planes I usually flew. I scanned the controls, trying to orient myself. Fuck, I should’ve studied the manual more.


Through the windshield, I watched the woman come back to life, blinking in confusion. Gabriel approached her, touching her arm and speaking words I couldn’t hear. Her expression shifted instantly to one of devotion. Claimed.


Warda and Alexandra were already hauling on the massive hangar doors, pushing them wider to give us a clear exit path. I found the master switch, flipped it on, and started the pre-flight checklist at record speed. The fuel gauge showed full tanks, at least something was going our way.


Then the alarms started.


High-pitched wailing cut through the air, and my blood turned to ice. They’d either found Murphy’s body or someone had spotted the open hangar and put two and two together. Either way, we were fucked if I didn’t get this bird in the air.


I hit the starter, and the propeller spun lazily before dying with a pathetic sputter. “Come on, you piece of shit,” I muttered, trying again. Nothing.


Gunfire erupted outside. Everyone in the hangar ducked for cover as bullets pinged against metal and thudded into wood. Alexandra and the newly claimed woman positioned themselves near the doors, returning fire with practiced precision, though Alexandra was clearly the better shot.


Gabriel, Cedric, and Warda scrambled into the plane, slamming the doors behind them.


“Hurry the fuck up!” Warda shouted.


“What does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped, frantically checking the mixture and throttle. “The damn thing won’t start!”


I tried the starter again, holding my breath. The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life. “Finally!”


I released the brakes and we began to crawl forward, painfully slow. Outside, Alexandra and the other woman had moved to positions flanking the hangar doors, providing covering fire as we emerged.


“Go, go, go!” Gabriel urged from behind me.


I didn’t bother with the proper taxiway, just cut straight across the tarmac toward the runway, the plane bouncing over uneven ground. More shots rang out, pinging off our fuselage. Through the side window, I saw the newly claimed woman jerk backward, a spray of red misting the air as she collapsed.


“Fuck!” I yanked the controls, narrowly avoiding a service vehicle someone had abandoned in our path.


We hit the runway at an angle, and I shoved the throttle forward. The engine screamed as we picked up speed, the airfield rushing past in a blur. The crosswind hit us hard, pushing against the left wing. I fought the controls, teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached.


“Come on, baby, fly,” I whispered.


The airspeed indicator climbed. I pulled back on the yoke, feeling the wheels leave the ground, then the left wing dipped dangerously, nearly scraping the runway. My stomach lurched as I corrected, fighting the wind that seemed determined to slam us back down.


Then we were up, climbing into the cloudy sky. The airfield shrank beneath us, figures still running and firing uselessly at our retreating form.


“Holy shit,” I breathed, my hands shaking on the controls. “We actually made it.”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 60 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 60 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 59 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 55: The Flood


Bernard


I stood in the old MRI room, watching Dr. Elodie Thorne’s face through the opening of the machine. The cute petite woman was trying to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the devotion in her brown eyes, that beautiful, programmed devotion. The scanner hummed around her, capturing every neural flicker as she gazed at me. Behind the glass partition, Kaori Dressen’s fingers moved efficiently over the controls, her own expression one of focused concentration.


“Perfect,” Ramona’s voice came through the speakers, precise and clinical. “We now have Dr. Thorne’s brain activity patterns when looking at you, specifically inferior temporal cortex, the part that deals with facial recognition. We’ll translate these into the matrix decoder’s programming language.” There was a brief pause. “Dr. Smith, could you please speak? We need to capture the voice recognition patterns as well. Say your name clearly.”


I suppressed a sigh of impatience. The technical necessities were tedious, but essential to my plan. “I am Bernard Smith, your master” I said clearly, then added, “Is that sufficient?”


“Yes,” Phoebe’s voice replied. “We’re incorporating the patterns of your face, voice, and name into the program. Once deployed, all women on Earth will instinctively recognize you as their owner through these combined identifiers. By default, they’ll know they’re owned by someone they haven’t met yet, unless they already know you. When they see you and hear your voice, your name, it will trigger immediate recognition. We’ve designed it so that at least two identifiers must be confirmed before the recognition activates, preventing misidentification.”


I nodded, considering the implications. “I’m concerned about imposters. Someone could claim to be me.”


“We’ve accounted for that,” Ramona responded. “The program includes a natural suspicion instinct. Women will require a certain threshold of confidence before submitting to anyone claiming to be Bernard Smith. But yes, there’s no perfect solution given our constraints. Though if a woman is tricked into thinking she’s obeying you, receiving more trustworthy orders would override the previous ones.”


The MRI slowed its rhythmic pulsing, and Elodie was told she could exit. I extended my hand to help her out, calculating the perfect moment to assert my control. As she stood, I placed my hand on her shoulder and casually pushed her down to her knees, her ponytail bobbing as she descended. She smirked up at me, understanding immediately what I wanted. Her hands moved to my belt, unfastening it with practiced efficiency.


“When will the program be ready?” I asked, maintaining my composure as Elodie took me into her mouth.


“It should be relatively quick,” Phoebe explained. “We’ve cleared the original program last night to make room for the new changes. Now we’re essentially modifying it, replacing the universal claiming process with the specific identifiers we just scanned. Thanks to the decoder, it will translate properly for each individual neural matrix, making you the default and only owner for all women worldwide.” She continued her technical explanation as Elodie worked diligently, her tongue demonstrating remarkable skill. “There will be exceptions like Charlotte Corbin, whose brain didn’t develop a proper matrix after infection, but we’re talking about a statistically insignificant percentage who were already immune to the original programming.”


I placed my hand on the back of Elodie’s head, guiding her movements as Phoebe continued. “Creating the modified program will take just a few hours, but compilation cannot be accelerated beyond certain parameters. That process will require additional time.”


“The program will be ready to deploy tonight,” Ramona concluded.


I smiled, feeling both the pleasure of Dr. Thorne’s mouth and the imminent success of my plan. I pushed deeper, watching her adjust without complaint. “Contact Norway immediately. Make sure they’re prepared to transmit.” The thought of Charlotte and her pathetic band of escapees trying to stop me was almost amusing. They simply didn’t have enough time, nowhere to go. By tomorrow morning, every woman on the planet would be mine.


“Sir?” Ramona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, carrying a note of hesitation. Whatever she meant to say wasn’t easy for her. “What should we program in case of your... death?”


I froze, my grip tightening in Elodie’s hair. She looked up at me, her expression questioning, even concerned. I forced a slow exhale before smirking. “Après moi le déluge,” I said with a chuckle.


“Sir?” Ramona asked, confused.


“It’s a French saying from Louis XV,” I explained. “It translates to ‘after me, the deluge’—as in, if I’m gone, let the world drown in chaos.”


A moment of silence followed as the women considered my words. “So...” Phoebe said, her tone cautious, “what would that entail exactly?”


“People are not going to be happy with what I’ve done,” I admitted, my voice tight. “With the control I’ve seized over the world’s women. Some may seek to... remove me from this picture. So, for now, I need to make sure my death is not in anyone’s best interest.”


Elodie continued to pleasure me, my grip on her hair firm as I spoke. “I need to make sure that if I’m gone, every woman on the planet goes with me.”


“Brain damage?” Ramona suggested.


“Doable?” I asked.


“Much easier than what we’re doing,” Phoebe explained, her tone playful. “We’ve been struggling not to cause damage. A few inserted nonsense triggered by learning about your death, we modify the unclaiming sequence and boom, scrambled eggs.”


I laughed at how casual Phoebe made it sound. “Perfect, let’s do that, then.”


“If I may,” Ramona’s voice interrupted, “we’re talking about billions of women here. Most of them will never even get in direct contact with you, realistically. How would they hear about your... death?”


I chuckled, my fingers loosening their grip on Elodie’s ponytail. “How about triggering it if they don’t have evidence of me being alive for long enough? If they are too far away to serve me, then I don’t care much about them anyway. Knowing they need to hear from me might also compel men to protect me, to keep me safe, to stay in touch, wherever they are. I’ll reward them if they do. They’ll lose the women they love if they don’t.”


“There’s actually a similar sequence we’ve identified as being part of the unclaiming process,” Phoebe pointed out. “If a woman looses all contacts with her owner for a long period of time and suspects he may be dead, she’s unclaimed. It would be easy to tie that to what you suggested, sir.”


“Then you know what to do,” I said, nodding in satisfaction. “And once it’s done, we’ll make sure as many people as possible know about my new status, and what would happen if they try to... remove me. It’ll be the ultimate deterrent to anyone who thinks they can stop me.”


As I reached climax, filling Elodie’s mouth with my release, Ramona and Phoebe acknowledged my instructions with enthusiasm. “Yes, Dr. Smith,” they chorused, their voices carrying the same devoted tone that all my women shared. Soon, it would be the only tone I would ever hear from a woman again, and the world would me mine.
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.
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Chapter 56: Above Chaos


Gabriel


I stared out the small window of the Cirrus SR22, watching the landscape of Idaho unfold beneath us. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the terrain, making the hills and valleys more pronounced. Despite the improved weather, the plane bucked and swayed in occasional pockets of turbulence, my stomach lurching with each unexpected drop. The cramped cabin smelled of aviation fuel and nervous sweat. Charlotte’s hands remained steady on the controls, compensating for each bump with practiced ease, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.


Through my headset, a woman’s voice crackled: “—anyone near Coeur d’Alene? We’ve got supplies to trade. Medical, food. Looking for protection—” The transmission faded into static before another voice cut in, a man this time, his tone predatory: “Ladies traveling alone, we offer safe passage through Lewiston. Hot meals, hot showers…” I grimaced, recognizing the trap for what it was. Though, as I thought about it, unclaimed women looking for protection so long after Claim Day? Yeah, trap again, just of a different sort. The radio had been like this for hours, desperate pleas, fake or not, mundane conversations, and wolves hunting sheep. The world below us was transforming, reorganizing itself around new power structures, and we were racing against time to stop it.


I glanced over at Warda, who was unzipping the large duffel bag Alexandra had thrust into our hands before our escape. She sat uncomfortably close to Cedric, her thigh pressed against his despite the available space. His discomfort was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders and the way he angled his body toward the window. She pulled out two handguns, checking the magazines and actions with practiced efficiency, followed by a hunting rifle and several boxes of ammunition. A few bottles of water and some protein bars completed the inventory.


“Well,” Warda said dryly, repacking the weapons, “it’s something, but we won’t exactly be fending off an army with this arsenal. Maybe three or four very polite attackers who agree to come at us one at a time.”


Charlotte’s voice came through the headset with a harsh edge. “If we’re lucky, we won’t need to fight anyone at all. In and out, broadcast the signal, save the world. Simple.” Her attempt at humor couldn’t mask her anxiety. Her knuckles were white on the controls.


I couldn’t stop myself from studying Warda’s face for the hundredth time, looking for any sign that she was freezing up or changing.


“No, I’m not being reprogrammed,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Obviously Smith hasn’t started broadcasting whatever he’s making Ramona and Phoebe cook up. You can stop looking at me like I’m a bomb about to go off.”


I frowned. “Listen...” I began, trying to find the right words. “I know you want to help, help Cedric, help us, get revenge on Edward. Whatever gets you through. But...”


Warda looked up at me, a challenging arch to her brow. “But?” She prompted.


“We have to assume the Source has the tech to reprogram you,” I said, blunt but gentle. “Once we get close enough, they could target you, turn you against us.”


Warda seemed to contemplate this for a moment, then scoffed. “How long would they need to do that, Gabriel?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“A few hours... I guess it depends how complex the programming is,” I replied, my brow furrowed.


“Then what’s the worse that could happen?” Warda shot back, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I freeze up? By the time I’m useful for anything, you’ll already be done.”


She had a point, I admitted grudgingly. If we moved fast enough, her potential reprogramming might not even be an issue. Even if they disabled her, having her on our side for as long as she could be useful was better than leaving her behind.


I groaned and checked my phone, battery at 22% now, and noted the time. Every minute that passed was another minute Smith could be finalizing his program. If he managed to broadcast before we did, everything we were attempting would be pointless.


“How long until we reach Jim Creek?” I asked Charlotte again.


Charlotte sighed, clearly growing tired of my repeated questions. “Still five hours to go, Gabriel. And yes, if the fuel consumption holds, we’ll make it with some to spare.” She paused. “Not much, though.”


Cedric shifted in his seat, creating space between himself and Warda. “Is it even a good idea to land directly at Jim Creek?” he asked, nervousness evident in his voice. “Though I don’t know how we’d get inside the facility if we landed somewhere else.”


“Jim Creek doesn’t have a runway,” Charlotte explained, banking the plane slightly to adjust our course. “It’s just scattered buildings between hills. We’ll be landing at a small grass airfield about four miles away from the transmission building. It’s located southeast of the entrance to the naval base. It’s isolated from the main buildings. We’ll have to cut through hills and forest to reach it.”


“Four miles? Through hills and forest?” Cedric complained. “That’ll take us hours to cover on foot!”


“It’s either that,” Charlotte replied sharply, “or we try the main roads where anyone could stop us, and knock gently at the gates of the naval base, where they’re unlikely to roll out the welcome mat. Cutting through the forest and aiming for the isolated transmission building is our best bet.”


I sighed, rubbing my temples where a headache was forming. “It is our best bet, but it’s still unlikely we could just get there without being spotted and stopped.”


Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “This is a suicide mission, remember? Suicide is part of the package.” She adjusted our heading slightly. “Though one can hope we’ll get lucky.”


I exchanged a glance with Cedric, hoping to find some opening, some crack in the wall he’d built between us. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment before he looked away, his jaw tight. The familiar weight of guilt settled deeper in my chest. I wanted to apologize properly, for claiming Olivia, for the ultimatum, for all of it, but the cramped confines of a small aircraft hurtling toward what might be our deaths hardly seemed the right venue. Then again, if we died trying to save the world, I’d never get the chance. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Warda noticed the tension, her eyes flicking between us through the headset’s mic boom. “You look tense, Cedric,” she said playfully through the headset. “I could help you relax. Maybe a massage?”


Cedric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, thank you,” he said stiffly.


Warda sighed, adjusting her position to face him better. “Look, I get it. You’re not the kind of guy who likes taking advantage of his ownership over claimed women. I figured that out already.” Her voice softened. “But right now, I’m yours whether you like it or not, and the fact you’ve been ignoring me and not letting me please you is driving me absolutely mad.”


I watched Cedric’s discomfort grow as Warda continued, “If you’d enjoy a massage, I would very much like to make myself useful and do it for you, and no, it’s not me hitting on you.” She gave a small laugh. “We might all be about to die, so… I mean, you could just say the word and I’d bend over for you right here,” she added casually, as though discussing the weather. “Okay, maybe not here... Not very convenient... But if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what I want either. Just let me relax you, okay?”


Charlotte caught Cedric’s eye as she turned around and smirked. Cedric’s resistance visibly crumbled under the combined weight of Warda’s earnestness and Charlotte’s amusement.


“Fine,” he muttered through the headset. “Just… a shoulder massage.”


Warda’s face lit up with genuine pleasure at being allowed to serve. She shifted in the confined space, positioning herself better behind Cedric’s seat. Her strong hands found his shoulders, and even through his jacket, I could see the immediate effect as her thumbs dug into the knotted muscles at the base of his neck.


Cedric’s eyes closed briefly, his expression a complex mixture of relief and discomfort, not physical discomfort, but the emotional kind that came from accepting something you weren’t sure you had the right to enjoy. I recognized it all too well.


“Your shoulders are like rocks,” Warda commented, working her fingers deeper. “When was the last time you relaxed?”


“Before the world ended,” Cedric replied dryly, but the tension in his voice had eased slightly.


I turned away, giving them what privacy I could in our cramped space, and stared out at the vast landscape below. The afternoon sun caught on distant lakes, turning them into mirrors reflecting the sky. It was beautiful, peaceful even, from up here, a stark contrast to the chaos we knew was unfolding on the ground.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.
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Chapter 57: Catching up with the Girls


Bernard


I sat in the executive conference room at Echelon, watching the afternoon sun filter through the tall windows as I reviewed the progress reports spread across the mahogany table. The facility hummed with activity around me, but here in this sanctuary of polished wood and leather chairs, I felt the satisfaction of a man whose careful planning was finally bearing fruit.


Ramona and Phoebe had exceeded my expectations. Their brilliant minds, now focused entirely on pleasing me, had made remarkable progress on the global claiming program, with the help of course of my other slaves. The irony wasn’t lost on me. The same women who had developed the means to free all claimed women were now perfecting the technology to ensure my absolute dominion over them. They worked with an enthusiasm that their former, unclaimed selves could never have mustered, driven by the simple desire to see me smile with approval.


I checked my watch. According to Ramona, the program would be ready for broadcast within three hours. Once transmitted, every woman on Earth would recognize me as their rightful owner, regardless of who had claimed them previously. The chaos of the current system, millions of petty tyrants ruling over handfuls of women, would give way to perfect order under my guidance.


A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called.


Wendy and Olivia entered the conference room, their movements calculated to catch my attention. I had summoned them here for a reason, and they clearly understood their role. Both had taken care with their appearance: Wendy’s blouse was unbuttoned just enough to reveal the curve of her breasts, while Olivia wore a short skirt that emphasized her youthful figure. Their behavior had grown increasingly bold since I’d claimed them, testing boundaries to understand exactly how I preferred to be pleased.


I appreciated their enthusiasm, though I recognized the pattern. Claimed women had a tendency to become pushy about sex, believing that constant availability was their primary value. It was important to establish that I, not they, controlled when and how they served me.


“Come here,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table with a slight smirk.


Olivia moved first, settling onto my lap with practiced ease. Her teenage personality remained intact, but now carried a distinctly lewd edge as she pressed herself against me. “Did you miss us?” she asked playfully, her hand trailing down my chest.


I slipped my hand beneath her skirt, finding her already wet as my fingers explored her most intimate places. She gasped softly, pressing closer as I worked her with deliberate skill. Wendy positioned herself nearby, making it clear she was available should I require more than one woman to satisfy my needs.


“I’m somewhat annoyed,” I said conversationally, continuing my ministrations as Olivia squirmed pleasantly in my lap. “I haven’t heard from Sheriff Murphy since I told him to watch for Charlotte and the others. This is worrisome. Last thing I want is to underestimate them.”


I gestured for Wendy to undress as I spoke, watching with approval as she began removing her clothes with practiced efficiency. “Gabriel is intelligent, and Charlotte appears capable. If Ramona and Phoebe trusted her with their contingency plan, she shouldn’t be taken lightly.” I paused, sliding another finger into Olivia’s warmth. “Though I still really don’t see how they could possibly stop me in time...” I could find no rational reason why the four fugitives could pose a threat, and yet, some part of me remained uneasy.


“Did Gabriel watch our little video?” Wendy asked as she stepped out of her skirt, her tone playful but genuinely curious.


“He did,” I confirmed bitterly. “But he didn’t take the bait.”


Wendy’s lips curved into a mock pout as she stood naked before me. “Does that mean Olivia and I should jump off the roof like we threatened?” She seemed genuinely ready to follow through, though I could tell she was relieved when I shook my head. Dying wasn’t the best way to please your master.


I chuckled, genuinely amused. “That would be a waste of two perfectly good sluts.”


“We are pretty useful,” Olivia agreed breathlessly, her hand moving to stroke my hardening cock through my pants. “Much better alive than dead.”


“Definitely more fun this way,” Wendy added with a grin, moving closer to join us.


“Indeed,” I said, relaxing into the moment while maintaining my train of thought. “I suspect that once they fail, Gabriel and Cedric might attempt to return for you both. Though I can’t imagine what they think they could accomplish once every woman on Earth is programmed to serve only me.” I paused, enjoying Olivia’s skilled touch. “Perhaps they’ll beg for scraps. Either way, you’ll need to be ready to help lure them in when they’re desperate enough. Then we can dispose of them permanently.”


“We’ll help any way we can,” Wendy assured me, her voice soft and sincere.


“Perfect.” I smiled, pushing Olivia aside so I could stand and begin undressing properly. As I removed my shirt and pants, both women watched with anticipation. I pointed to Olivia, then to the floor beside me. She immediately dropped to her knees, her mouth already open and ready to accept my cock. “For now, however,” I said, taking my place in the comfortable leather chair and spreading my legs invitingly, “I’d appreciate a little relaxation. You’re going to make sure I’m very, very relaxed before we make history tonight.”


Olivia giggled, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my cock, then licking along the length of it. “We can definitely help with that.” Her eyes sparkled as she took me into her mouth, her tongue working expertly.


Wendy joined her on the floor, frowning slightly. “Not like that, sweetheart” she admonished, her tone gentle but firm. She nudged Olivia aside and demonstrated, slowly taking me deeper into her mouth, her tongue flattening to accommodate me. I groaned in pleasure, feeling myself harden fully as Olivia watched and learned. Wendy pulled back, letting Olivia take over, guiding her gently with a hand on the back of her head.


I sighed in satisfaction, watching the women work in perfect harmony to please me. I savored the sensation of their soft, wet mouths, their tongues dancing around my sensitive flesh. Their devotion was evident in every lick, every moan, and every flutter of their lashes as they gazed up at me, eager to meet my every desire. Soon, there would not be a single woman on this planet who would not show such devotion. Soon, the world would be mine.
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.
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Chapter 58: Jim Creek


Gabriel


The Cirrus SR22 sliced through the night air, our altitude dropping as Charlotte guided us toward our landing site. Below us, hills and small mountains created a patchwork of dark shapes against the slightly lighter sky. I pressed my face against the cold window, studying the landscape that would either be our salvation or our grave.


“Look at Arlington Heights,” Cedric said through the headset, pointing west where clusters of lights punctuated the otherwise dark city. “At least some districts still have power.”


“Jim Creek would be autonomous anyway,” Warda replied, leaning forward between the seats. “Naval facilities like that usually have their own generators, backup systems.”


I squinted eastward, trying to make out our target. “Charlotte, can you see anything?”


“Not much,” she answered, her voice tense with concentration. “I’m keeping us further away than I should, flying around the base perimeter. Don’t want to announce our arrival.”


“The VLF towers are situated between two hills,” I explained, recalling the satellite images I’d studied at Rowan’s lodge. “They’re separate from the main buildings, with just the transmission facility below them. We won’t be able to see them in this darkness.”


Warda shifted in her seat, checking the ammunition in her handgun for the third time. “At least no one’s sent jets to intercept us.”


“Not yet,” Charlotte muttered grimly, beginning our descent toward Three Cedars Strip.


The small airfield materialized below us, a barely visible narrow ribbon cutting through fields in the valley. Charlotte flipped on the landing lights as she lined up our approach. The plane bucked slightly in the wind as we descended, but her hands remained steady on the controls. The wheels touched down with a slight bump, and we rolled along the strip, the engine noise seeming obscenely loud in the quiet night.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Cedric observed as Charlotte taxied toward a small area at the edge of the strip.


She cut the lights, then the engine, and suddenly we were enveloped in silence broken only by the ticking of cooling metal. “Let’s keep it that way,” she whispered as we took off our helmets. “Grab everything and move quickly.”


We climbed out, our joints stiff from hours in the cramped cabin. Warda distributed flashlights and weapons from Alexandra’s bag: a handgun for each of us, with the hunting rifle slung across her own back. The weight of the pistol felt foreign in my hand, its purpose too real.


I scanned our surroundings anxiously, seeing nothing but dark fields and the looming shapes of hills against the star-filled sky. The Milky Way stretched overhead in breathtaking clarity, a river of light that seemed mockingly beautiful given our circumstances. The air was chilly, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, and a persistent breeze made me zip my jacket higher.


“We need to move,” Charlotte whispered, shouldering her share of supplies. “Every minute we stand here is another chance for someone to spot the plane.”


“Or for Smith to finish his broadcast,” I added, checking my phone one last time before pocketing it. “Four miles to the transmission building. Let’s go.”


Cedric looked back at the plane, then up at the vast, moonless sky. “You think anyone from the naval station spotted us?”


“Or locals,” Warda added. “People notice things, especially now. Everyone’s on edge.”


I took a deep breath of the cold night air. “Doesn’t matter. We’re committed now.”


Charlotte raised her hand, stopping us before we moved away from the plane. “I’ll lead with my flashlight until we reach the trees,” she whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. “Once we’re in the forest and you turn on your own lights, keep them pointed down at your feet. Never shine them forward or upward, that’s how you get spotted.”


I nodded, trying to control the trembling in my hands. The gun felt like a foreign object, heavy and dangerous. I couldn’t tell if I was shaking from the cold or from fear. Probably both. The enormity of what we were attempting crashed over me in waves. We were four people with handguns trying to infiltrate a naval facility to broadcast a signal that would undo global mind control. It sounded insane even in my own thoughts.


We followed Charlotte across the open field toward the dark line of trees at the base of the hill. The ground was uneven, covered with frost-stiffened grass that crunched beneath our feet. Every sound seemed magnified in the stillness of the night. My breath came in short, anxious puffs as we reached the treeline and began our ascent.


The hill grew steeper, forcing us to grab at branches and roots to pull ourselves up. Charlotte and Warda moved with surprising agility, their silhouettes barely visible against the starlit sky. I struggled behind them, my desk-job physique protesting every step. My lungs burned, and my calves screamed with the effort. Behind me, Cedric wheezed audibly, his heavier frame making the climb even more challenging.


Warda dropped back, extending her hand to Cedric. “Here, let me help you,” she offered.


Cedric pushed her hand away with more force than necessary. “I’m fine,” he grunted.


The rejection hit Warda visibly, her body tensed and her face fell with the distinctive distress of a claimed woman failing to please her owner. Still, she maintained her composure, stepping back with practiced ease.


“It’s so annoying serving someone who doesn’t want my help,” she muttered playfully, but the hurt in her voice was unmistakable.


Cedric sighed heavily but didn’t respond, focusing instead on hauling himself up the incline.


We continued our ascent in silence, following the small pool of light from Charlotte’s flashlight as it illuminated just enough ground for us to see where to place our feet. Finally, we crested the hill and entered the forest proper, the canopy of trees blocking out most of the starlight. I leaned against a trunk, gasping for breath.


“Everyone okay?” Charlotte asked, her voice barely above a whisper. When we nodded, she continued, “It only gets harder from here. We’ve got miles to go, and we need to avoid the established paths. Too risky.”


Cedric groaned, wiping sweat from his forehead despite the cold. “This is going to take ages.”


No one contradicted him. We all understood the reality of our situation. This was the only way.


We walked in silence for several minutes, the forest floor a treacherous maze of roots and undergrowth. My anxiety grew with each step, the weight of our mission pressing down on me.


“Charlotte,” I whispered suddenly, “you have the pocket transmitter, right?”


Charlotte stopped abruptly, turning to face us with an expression of horror. “The transmitter? I thought you had it.”


Everyone froze. My heart plummeted to my stomach, and I saw the same panic reflected in Cedric’s eyes.


Then Charlotte’s face broke into a grin. “Of course I have it. Relax, people.”


Warda chuckled softly until she noticed Cedric wasn’t laughing. Her amusement died instantly. “That’s not funny,” she said flatly.


I couldn’t help it, tension and fear bubbled up and escaped as a laugh. After a moment, even Cedric joined in, his deep chuckle joining our nervous laughter. The sound seemed to release some of the pressure for a brief moment.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered, her smile still visible in the dim light. “Couldn’t resist. Now let’s move. We’ve got a world to save.”


We trudged through the forest for what felt like an eternity, our progress slowed by the uneven terrain and our own exhaustion. Occasionally, we’d emerge into clearings where trees had been harvested, forcing us to extinguish our lights and stumble blindly across open ground until we reached the safety of the forest on the other side. My legs burned with fatigue, and my lungs ached from the cold air.


A couple of times we saw large signs warning trespassers that they were approaching a naval base and warning that the use of deadly force was authorized. Yet we kept moving forward.


After nearly two hours of this punishing journey, Warda spotted a chain-link fence barely visible in the darkness. Charlotte produced the wire cutters Rowan had provided, and we took turns slicing through the metal links until we’d created an opening large enough to squeeze through.


Beyond the fence, we found ourselves on a narrow asphalt road. We paused, listening intently for any sign of human presence, but heard nothing except the natural sounds of the forest, the rustle of branches in the wind, the occasional call of a night bird preparing for the coming spring. The temperature had dropped significantly, and I shivered inside my inadequate jacket.


Warda suddenly tapped Charlotte’s shoulder and pointed upward. We all followed her gesture, tilting our heads back to see a massive structure silhouetted against the star-filled sky. The VLF antenna towered above us, its dark framework stretching toward the heavens like some enormous, skeletal finger.


“We made it,” I gasped, my breath forming clouds in the frigid air. My shirt was damp with sweat beneath my jacket, making the cold even more biting now that we’d stopped moving. “This is the edge of the perimeter. The transmission building should be down in the valley between these two hills.”


We stood in silence, staring at the antenna. This was one of the instruments that had destroyed the world as we knew it, broadcasting the signal that had enslaved half of humanity. And now, it might be our salvation, if we could use it to broadcast the counter-signal, we might free every claimed woman on Earth. The thought was almost too enormous to comprehend.


“I don’t understand,” I said, scanning our surroundings. “We haven’t seen a single person.”


Charlotte frowned, her expression troubled in the dim light. “It’s weird. I expected security, sensors, armed guards, something. We’re well within the perimeter. By all rights, we should have been shot or at least arrested by now.”


Cedric accepted a water bottle from Warda, taking a long drink before passing it around. “Maybe the place has been deserted,” he suggested between labored breaths.


“It’s possible,” I admitted, though it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the Source only needed to use it once? Or the chaos after Claim Day forced everyone to leave?” A more troubling thought occurred to me. “If they did abandon it, they might have sabotaged the equipment first. Torched the place or disabled the transmitters to make sure no one could use them again.”


“Only one way to find out,” Charlotte said grimly, capping the water bottle and returning it to her pack.


The descent down the hill was treacherous. We slipped and stumbled through the trees, grabbing at branches to slow our momentum on the steep slope. Several times I nearly lost my footing, my city shoes completely inadequate for this terrain. Cedric fared even worse, his heavier frame making each step a potential disaster. After about thirty minutes of this punishing descent, we finally reached another road, likely the same one we’d crossed earlier, just at a different point in its winding path up the hill.


Beyond the road lay a clearing, now illuminated by the waning gibbous moon that had risen above the surrounding terrain. Its silvery light revealed a large, squat building nestled between the hills, with a line of tall antennas standing sentinel beside it. The transmission building. Faint light glowed from a few windows, casting yellow rectangles onto the ground outside.


We quickly extinguished our flashlights, crouching at the edge of the tree line.


“Someone’s home,” Cedric whispered, nodding toward the lit windows.


Charlotte frowned, her face ghostly in the moonlight. “This is weird. I’ve got a bad feeling. If someone’s here, why leave the perimeter completely unprotected? We walked right in.”


I shrugged, though her concern was starting to infect me as well. “Maybe whoever’s left is just keeping an eye on the place. It could be that the facility served its purpose and isn’t needed anymore.”


“Let’s hope not,” Charlotte replied grimly. “If it’s useless now, we came all this way for nothing.”


Warda gave a dry laugh. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? The very thing that makes it easy for us to get inside is the reason why it’s useless to get inside in the first place.”


“We need to keep moving,” Charlotte urged, rising slightly from her crouch. “Let’s cross the clearing and—”


“Freeze!” A woman’s voice cut through the night, startlingly close. “Hands where we can see them!”


Figures emerged from concealed positions around us, materializing from behind trees and bushes we’d passed without noticing. In the moonlight, I could make out camouflage uniforms and the unmistakable silhouettes of assault rifles pointed directly at us. Some wore night vision goggles, explaining how they’d tracked our approach so effectively. All of them appeared to be women, moving with the practiced precision of military training.


“Shit,” Charlotte hissed, immediately dropping her weapon.


Warda raised her gun, her body tensing for a fight, but Cedric quickly assessed the situation. “Drop it, Warda,” he ordered quietly. “Now.”


She complied instantly, the claimed woman’s programming overriding her combat instincts.


“On your knees! Hands behind your heads!” barked another woman, stepping forward.


I sank to my knees, a wave of despair washing over me. We’d come so far, risked so much, and now it was over before we’d even reached the building. As rough hands zip-tied my wrists and removed my weapon, I closed my eyes in defeat.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 61 out of 67. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to purchase the complete ebook of Claim Day. You can find it on Kindle and SmashWords.


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

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 61 of 67 →

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 60 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.

    
    
Author Note:


This was chapter 67 out of 67. Hope you enjoyed this story!


If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover upcoming bonus chapters of Claim Day, or the first chapters of my next stories, including Four Billion Toys 2, before everyone else, feel free to support me on Patreon.

    
  
Story: Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 67 of 67    

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

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

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



← 59 of 67 →



    
Title: Claim Day






Chapter 59: Soon to be King


04/20/2025 — Bernard


I surveyed the bustling activity in Echelon’s cafeteria with quiet satisfaction. It was one in the morning, yet energy filled the room as my women transformed the utilitarian space into something worthy of celebration. Kaori and Petra were arranging tables in a more intimate configuration, draping them with colorful tablecloths they’d scavenged from the staff lounge. Wendy directed Olivia and Elodie as they hung a makeshift banner across the entrance: “Long live THE owner” painted in bold red letters. Wendy’s idea. It was overly grandiose, but I found it amusing.


The air hummed with anticipation—my own carefully contained excitement at the impending culmination of my plans, mirrored and amplified by the women’s genuine enthusiasm for my success.


“A little higher on the left, Olivia,” I called out, watching as she stretched to adjust the banner. Her shirt rode up, revealing a tantalizing strip of skin. “Perfect.”


Olivia beamed at my approval, then deliberately bent over to pick up some fallen tape, giving me an excellent view. I allowed myself a small smile. The feast would be followed by a celebration that would continue well into tomorrow, a private party where I would indulge myself with whichever of my women caught my fancy. Perhaps all of them, in various combinations. There would be time for everything now.


I moved through the room, offering specific directions. “Lenore, the wine glasses should be arranged by size,” I said, placing my hand at the small of her back. She leaned into my touch, her body responding instantly.


“Of course, Bernard,” she murmured, her eyes darkening with desire. I let my hand slide lower, squeezing briefly before moving on to check the food preparation.


In the kitchen area, Maren and Saira were preparing an impressive spread considering our limited supplies. In a moment, we would never have to worry about lacking food ever again, so there really wasn’t any reason to spare our resources anymore. Soon everyone in Chantwell would line up to serve my needs. Women because they would be mine. Men because women would be mine. I approved my women’s efforts with a nod, accepting Saira’s offered taste from a spoon she held to my lips. When I pronounced it excellent, she rewarded me with a kiss, which I deepened briefly, my hand finding her breast. Around us, the other women watched with varying degrees of envy and arousal. I had cultivated this atmosphere deliberately, a constant state of competitive desire among them, each hoping to be chosen for special attention.


Everyone was tired but my celebration couldn’t wait. The signal was nearly ready, and I wanted everything perfect for my ascension. I would sleep later, perhaps for an entire day, but tonight was about savoring my triumph.


A crash from the dessert station drew my attention. Portia stood frozen, a shattered serving dish at her feet, her face a mask of horror.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, dropping to her knees to gather the broken pieces. Her hands trembled visibly.


I sighed, walking over to tower above her. “Portia, this is the third thing you’ve broken tonight.”


“I know, I’m sorry,” she repeated, not meeting my eyes. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


I studied her for a moment. Portia remained in a constant state of awkwardness and clumsiness. What Tristan had seen in her remained a mystery to me. She was attractive enough, with her dark curls and warm brown skin, but her personality was a complete non-entity, overshadowed by her nerves. Even after I’d claimed her, her timidity continued to frustrate me.


“See that you do,” I said finally, checking my watch. “Ladies, I’ll be in the MRI room preparing to change the world. Have everything ready for my return.”
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.
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Chapter 60: The Source


Warda


The transmission building was as sterile as I would have expected it to be—concrete walls, yellow lighting, and the constant hum of electrical equipment. They marched us through corridors lined with metal doors and warning signs I couldn’t read properly in the dim light. The whole place smelled like ozone and machine oil.


Female soldiers were everywhere, along with women in civilian clothes who looked like they knew their way around technical equipment. They were packing boxes, moving gear, working with that same focused calm I’d seen in all the claimed women back at Echelon, or when looking in the mirror. This was a full operation, organized and efficient.


My hands were zip-tied behind my back, and every step we took deeper into this place made me more frustrated. I kept looking at Cedric, wanting to do something, anything, to protect him. But what the hell could I do? I was as helpless as the rest of them, and it was eating me alive.


They led us up some stairs and down another corridor before shoving us into what had to be the main transmission room. The space was huge, filled with banks of radio equipment that looked expensive and complicated. But someone had made it comfortable too—there was a big bed in one corner, and rugs on the floor to soften the concrete. A small kitchen area with a microwave and a coffee maker. They’d clearly been here for a while.


“Sit,” one of the soldiers barked, shoving Gabriel down onto the cold concrete floor. We all followed, kneeling in a line like prisoners about to be executed.


Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, but the soldier nearest him cracked him across the jaw with the butt of her rifle. “Shut up.”


Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he glared up at her, but he stayed quiet.


Gabriel, and Charlotte were now staring at the transmission equipment, and I could practically see the wheels turning in their heads. Wondering if they could make a run for it, maybe. But with all these armed women around us? We’d be dead before we took two steps.


The soldiers started searching us, pulling everything out of our pockets and patting us down thoroughly. When one of them found Charlotte’s pocket transmitter, my heart sank. She held it up like a trophy before setting it on a desk across the room with the rest of our stuff. Might as well have been on the moon for all the good it would do us now.


Voices echoed from the corridor—two men arguing about something. I couldn’t make out all the words, but one sounded cold and impatient, wanting to “conclude the experiment and leave.” The other was more sarcastic, saying something about having “plenty of time” and no reason to rush.


The voices got closer, and then two men walked into the room. The arguing stopped as soon as they saw us kneeling there.


The older one looked like he’d stepped out of some corporate boardroom—gray hair, expensive suit, eyes like chips of ice. Everything about him screamed authority and control. The younger guy was maybe forty, more casual in his dress, and he was practically bouncing on his feet when he saw us. Like a kid who’d just found a new toy to play with.


“Well, well,” the younger one said, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


The younger guy moved closer to us, his eyes bright with curiosity like we were some kind of science experiment he wanted to poke at. The older one stayed back, his face stone cold, clearly not happy about whatever was happening.


“This has gone too far, Kieran,” the older man said, his voice clipped and formal. “It’s time to wrap this up.”


The other waved him off like he was swatting a fly. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. My colleague here wanted to have you all sniped the moment you approached the perimeter,” he said with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Always so careful, aren’t you? Paranoid, even. Even now when we hold the keys to everything.”


The older man looked like he wanted to strangle Mallory but kept his mouth shut.


“Where are my manners?” The young man continued, spreading his arms wide. “I’m Dr. Kieran Mallory, and this charming fellow is Dr. Sullivan Holt.”


“You shouldn’t be giving them information,” Holt snapped.


Mallory laughed, the sound harsh in the concrete room. “Why the hell does it matter? Not like they’re gonna have any opportunity to tell anyone.”


My stomach dropped, and I saw the others tense up beside me. Gabriel’s face went pale, but then something seemed to click in his head. He was staring at Holt like he was trying to remember something.


“Holt,” Gabriel mumbled, his voice barely audible. “That name sounds familiar.”


Holt didn’t react, but Gabriel kept staring at him, working through whatever was rattling around in his brain.


“You were at a seminar,” Gabriel said suddenly. “A few years ago. I remember now.” He lifted his head, meeting Holt’s cold stare. “You’re a virologist, aren’t you? Did you make the claiming virus?”


Holt’s jaw clenched, and he shot Mallory a look that could have melted steel. Time to end this, his expression said clear as day.


But Mallory just laughed again. “Too modest, my friend! Yes, he made the virus. Impressive work, don’t you think? Turned half the human race into obedient little pets.”


Holt stepped forward, ignoring Mallory’s commentary. His eyes swept over Charlotte and me, calculating and cold. Something twisted in my gut—not fear exactly, but something I couldn’t name. Like my body was waiting for something.


He turned toward me after a moment’s hesitation, his voice cutting through the air like a blade. “Tell me what you were hoping to accomplish here.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping them. “We were hoping to use the transmission capabilities of this base to send a counter-program to free women from the original programming, using a program developed by our teams at Echelon.”


Even as I was saying it, I realized what was happening. I was telling him everything, and I couldn’t stop myself. The idea of not obeying this man seemed completely absurd, like trying to argue with gravity. It scared the shit out of me, but at the same time, it felt right. Natural. Like this was exactly how things were supposed to be.


The others turned to stare at me, shock written all over their faces. Charlotte looked like she’d been slapped, her eyes wide as she processed what had just happened. But it was Cedric’s expression that nearly broke my heart. The hurt and confusion there made me want to crawl into a hole and die, but I couldn’t fight what was happening to me. I needed to obey Holt, even if it meant betraying the man I was meant to please.


Holt’s face darkened. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said to Mallory, his voice tight with anxiety despite his controlled demeanor. “The programming should have prevented this exact scenario.”


Mallory shrugged, looking more curious than concerned. “Yeah, it’s weird as hell. We must be missing something.” He turned his attention to Charlotte, studying her like a bug under a microscope. “Tell me exactly who’s responsible for developing this counter-program.”


I watched Charlotte’s face, saw the brief flicker of conflict in her eyes before she answered. My heart started racing because I understood what was happening. They expected her to obey just like I had. She could lie, but if they asked me to confirm her story, I’d be compelled to tell them the truth.


“It was a group of scientists,” Charlotte said, trying to sound as natural as I had. “A few men, mostly claimed women…” She trailed off.


Mallory frowned, his casual demeanor slipping slightly. “That doesn’t make any goddamn sense.” He leaned closer to Charlotte, his voice taking on a commanding edge. “Claimed women can’t complete that kind of work. Tell me the truth—who was really in charge of developing this program?” His eyes flicked to Cedric and Gabriel with a mocking smile. “I’d love to meet the men who managed such a feat, especially with claimed women doing the heavy lifting.”


Charlotte did her best to look like she wasn’t hesitating, like the words were coming as naturally as mine had. “Two unclaimed women were in charge. They protected themselves from the VLF signals by shielding themselves in an MRI room at the research institute.”


Both men went still. Holt let out a low growl, while Mallory’s cocky expression faltered for the first time.


“I warned you about Echelon,” Holt said, his voice deadly quiet. “Something didn’t add up.”


Mallory snorted, but I could see the unease creeping into his posture. “Look, at least twenty different groups tried to work on countering the programming. Only three are still at it, and with mostly women working on the problem at Echelon, we had no reason to think they’d ever succeed. The program they made can’t be functional. It’s impossible.”


Holt’s eyes swept the room until they landed on the VLF transmitter sitting on the desk with our other belongings. He growled again, snatching it up and moving to a laptop. “I knew it was too risky to trust claimed women alone to protect their own programming.”


The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Women were programmed to protect their programming. I searched inside myself for any awareness of such a command, but found nothing. If it existed, it was buried so deep I couldn’t feel it, just like my natural obedience toward Holt and Mallory.


The group tensed up as Holt frowned at his screen, the VLF transmitter now plugged into a USB port. The silence stretched out, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


Mallory’s eyes kept flicking between Charlotte and me, suspicion growing in his expression. “If they actually managed to make a program that can free women, then we can’t trust these two,” he said, his casual tone taking on a harder edge.


The soldiers immediately raised their weapons, pointing them directly at Charlotte and me. My heart hammered against my ribs as I stared down the barrel of an assault rifle. Charlotte went rigid beside me, her breathing shallow and quick.


But then Holt snorted, looking at his computer screen like he’d just heard a good joke. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “They did a pretty damn good job,” he said, his formal tone carrying a hint of amusement. “It’s almost functional… almost. They made a tiny mistake in the handshake distribution. Clever sabotage, actually—hard to spot. Thank God for small favors.”


He leaned back in his chair, the tension leaving his posture. “Good thing we made sure our women would fake the intended result for a while if the handshake failed. The idiots probably thought they had the holy grail.”


The fucker! We’d left after “freeing” Elaine. Had she just been faking it? The others looked absolutely gutted.


Mallory’s cocky grin returned as he relaxed, but Holt wasn’t done. “However, they did manage to create a fairly simple but efficient unclaiming program.”


“Well, if these two bitches are unclaimed, that’s easily solved,” Mallory said with a smirk. He stepped forward and grabbed my wrist, his grip tight enough to bruise. “You’re mine now.”


Nothing happened. No surge of devotion, no sudden need to please him. I just stared at him, confused and scared.


He shrugged and moved to Charlotte, doing the same thing. “You’re mine.”


Again, nothing. Charlotte remained tense and defiant. Mallory seemed disappointed, clearly devouring her body with his eyes. “A shame. I’d have enjoyed adding you to my collection,” he snorted.


Mallory’s smirk widened as he looked between Cedric and Gabriel. “So, tell me, who do you ladies belong to?”


The compulsion to answer honestly hit me like a freight train. “I belong to Cedric,” I said, looking at him.


Charlotte glanced at me, then at Gabriel. “I belong to Gabriel,” she lied smoothly, pointing at him.


I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t be asked to confirm or deny anything that would expose Charlotte’s immunity.


Mallory scoffed and crossed his arms. “I gotta ask—why couldn’t you guys just enjoy the hot girls you got, like everyone else? Why not embrace this gift? Why come all the way here?”


He paused, actually thinking about his own question. “Actually, that is pretty fucking weird. Why here specifically? Did you seriously have the means to almost make a functioning freedom program without figuring out that this place was the Source? That you’d have no chance against us?”


Holt stood up, his cold eyes boring into me. “Tell us why you came here.”


The command hit me instantly, and I felt that same natural, undeniable urge to obey. “We originally wanted to transmit from EISCAT in Norway. We had a contact there, but a colleague, Dr. Bernard Smith, took over the institute and we had to flee. We think he wants to use the teams at Echelon to make him a modified version of the counter-program. Jim Creek was the only other place we could reach in time that could transmit VLF signals...”


Holt and Mallory exchanged anxious looks, their relaxed demeanor evaporating.


“Tell me how that Smith performed this coup,” Holt commanded. “Specifically, did he claim these two top scientists at Echelon?”


“As far as I know, he did,” I answered without hesitation. “He claimed me first during the coup, and I helped him steal the VLF transmitters he wanted to use to program Dr. Ramona Quinn and Dr. Phoebe Conrad. He told me how he intended to catch them in their sleep and do it. Our contact at EISCAT refuses to speak to us. It’s a given that Quinn and Conrad told him we weren’t to be trusted. So... Yeah, they’re claimed alright...”


Mallory stepped closer, his voice taking on that commanding edge. “Tell me what Smith did to the men at Echelon.”


“ I heard him talking about killing all the men,” I said, the words spilling out of me. “I was unclaimed and claimed again later that night and fled with the others, so I can’t confirm he actually did it. But I’m willing to bet he did.”


Both men relaxed visibly, Mallory more than Holt. A slow grin spread across Mallory’s face.


“Well, that’s it then,” he said, his casual tone returning. “No reason to worry if the entirety of Echelon’s science teams are now comprised of claimed women, including the two who almost managed to make a counter-program. Smith can’t do shit—he just doesn’t know it yet.”
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Chapter 67: Grieving


Warda


I made my way around the back of Echelon, following the directions I’d been given. The forest pressed close against this side of the building, creating a quiet space away from the bustle of the main entrance. I was desperately trying to make myself feel something more than the soft longing and dull ache that seemed to be all I could manage. It should have been more, shouldn’t it? The man I’d loved was dead, murdered while I was under Smith’s control, and all I could summon was this muted sense of loss.


The improvised cemetery was smaller than I’d expected: just a few simple wooden crosses marking shallow graves. The names carved into the wood were rough but legible: Duncan Mercer, Edward Barrett, Tristan Grimaud, Miles Reeves... I wasn’t prepared to find someone else already there.


Portia was sitting on the ground near Tristan’s grave, her face puffy and red from crying. She looked up when she heard my footsteps, clearly startled to be discovered in this private moment. She immediately began trying to wipe her face, attempting to make herself more presentable.


“It’s all right,” I said, stopping her with a raised hand. I was genuinely surprised by the intensity of her grief. From what the others had told me, Portia had been unclaimed by Tristan before Smith’s take over, had been the one to kill the fucker, had played a crucial role in saving everyone. But I’d been frozen, being reprogrammed when it all happened, so I’d missed it.


I moved to stand in front of Edward’s grave, right next to Tristan’s. The simple wooden cross with his name carved into it seemed inadequate somehow. I stared at it for a long moment, then let out a nervous chuckle.


“I wish I could cry like you,” I said to Portia, who was looking at me with confusion. “But I don’t feel much of anything.”


“Maybe you will someday,” she replied, though her voice lacked conviction. The platitude hung awkwardly between us.


I turned toward her, genuinely curious. “What’s up with that anyway? How come you’re crying if you’re free too?” I kept my tone light, almost playful. “Seems a bit unfair, if you ask me.”


Portia sniffed and looked back at Tristan’s grave. “Before Smith took over, Tristan freed me. He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” Her voice carried a mixture of pride and pain. “He told me I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. As soon as the first freeing program was finished, he went to work on it. I think it was partly because I was a challenge to him, but also…” She paused, her voice catching. “I think he loved me.”


I recalled what little I knew about Tristan: the awkward, clearly autistic scientist who’d caused more than a few emotional explosions around the institute with his blunt manner. I’d had to intervene a few times when his behavior set people off. It didn’t surprise me that he’d work on something like that without telling anyone. But love? As far as I knew, he and Portia had been constantly at each other’s throats before all this started.


“He freed me that night,” Portia continued, her voice growing thick with emotion. “But Smith was already taking over Echelon. When we tried to escape, Smith killed him.” She started crying again, the tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


It hit me then. This was why she was crying. The freeing program had removed any negative emotions about her time being claimed by Tristan, but she’d already been free when he was murdered. The trauma of his death was still there because it happened after her liberation. I felt a stab of jealousy that she could feel so deeply while I remained numb.


I knelt down beside her awkwardly, comforting people wasn’t really my strong suit, and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.


“I loved him too,” Portia sobbed. “I know I was claimed, programmed, but even after he freed me, I still loved him. He wasn’t weird like everyone thought. He was different, but he was kind. By being his, I learned who he really was because I dedicated myself to understanding him. He wanted complete transparency between us, no games, no pretense.” She looked up at me through her tears. “He saved us all. He caught the error in the freeing program and fixed it. He freed me, and in the end, he freed everyone.”


Fair enough. We owed the guy big time. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if Portia would have ended up so in love without the soothing effects of the freeing program. Truth be told, I had no way to know, so who was I to judge?


I looked at Edward’s grave again and finally felt a pang of genuine emotion. I couldn’t be hurt by his death, but damn if I wasn’t missing him already... It would do.


The End.
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Chapter 66: Undeserved Forgiveness


Gabriel


My legs felt unsteady as we approached the glass doors, each step bringing me closer to a conversation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Through the transparent walls, I could see several figures moving inside the Atrium, but my eyes kept searching for one particular face among them. The familiar auburn hair, the way she carried herself—I needed to see Wendy, to know she was truly all right, even though I wasn’t sure I deserved to look her in the eye after everything that had happened.


The doors were pushed open, and there she was. Wendy stepped out first, her green eyes finding mine immediately. She was smiling, but I could see the uncertainty behind it, the way her hands fidgeted slightly at her sides. She looked like herself again, really herself, not the devoted, eager-to-please Cedric version that had haunted my nightmares, nor the broken woman I’d feared she might become. Just Wendy, though there was something cautious in her posture, like she was trying to figure out the right way to greet her husband after the world had ended and begun again.


I felt Cedric’s elbow nudge my ribs, a gentle push that broke through my paralysis. Right. Move forward. Be her husband. I took a step toward her, and she mirrored the movement, both of us closing the distance until we were close enough to touch. The embrace happened naturally, her arms coming around my shoulders as mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her against me.


The surge of emotion hit me like a physical blow. Relief, joy, the overwhelming rightness of holding her again, the real her, free and whole and choosing to be in my arms. I could smell her natural scent, feel the familiar curve of her spine under my hands, and for a moment everything else fell away. This was what I’d been fighting for, what had driven me through every horrible decision and compromise. But alongside the happiness came the shame, crushing and immediate. I remembered the video Smith had sent, remembered claiming Olivia to hurt Cedric, remembered using her like a fuck toy, again and again, remembered all the ways I’d failed to protect the woman I loved most.


When we finally broke apart, I found I couldn’t meet her eyes. I stared somewhere over her shoulder, at the glass doors, at anything but her face.


Behind her, I noticed Ramona and Phoebe emerging from the building. Both looked infinitely better than the last time I’d seen them: clean, rested, no longer the disheveled prisoners who’d been living in the MRI room. Ramona’s expression was neutral, maybe even slightly smug, as if she was satisfied with how things had turned out. Phoebe, on the other hand, seemed to be forcing her smile, her eyes distant like she was working through some complex problem in her head.


“Honey?” Wendy’s voice was soft, confused. “Are you all right?”


I still couldn’t look at her directly. The weight of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to her, felt too heavy.


She sighed, and I felt her hand touch my cheek gently. “It’s all right. I’m okay. Truly okay.”


I started to speak, to tell her that she was only okay because of the freeing program, because Ramona and Phoebe had found a way to shield her from the full emotional impact of what had been done to her. But she continued before I could find the words.


“I’m still processing it all,” she said, her voice taking on that analytical tone she used when she was working through a difficult historical problem. “It feels strange, like something that happened to someone else, even though I remember it all and I know it was me.” She stepped back slightly, though one hand remained on my arm, maintaining the connection between us. “I can’t say I approve of what happened, but from where I stand, you did good by me in the end. And besides, I recall really working against you, so obsessed with pleasing Cedric.” The words came out matter-of-factly, without any of the emotional charge they should have carried.


She turned to look at Cedric, who was standing nearby looking deeply uncomfortable. Her smile was warm, genuine, as if nothing had happened between them at all. Then, as if catching herself, she made her expression more serious, more appropriate to the situation.


“Cedric,” she said, her tone becoming more formal. “I think we might have a lot to unpack, though I do appreciate that you never tried anything with me, despite my… attempts at seducing you.”


Cedric shifted awkwardly, his face flushing. “I would never have touched you, Wendy. Never.”


“I know,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice seemed to ease some of the tension in his shoulders.


She turned back to me, moving as if to kiss me, but I must have hesitated because she stopped, studying my face with those perceptive green eyes.


“We’re going to have a lot of things to discuss,” she said, clearing her throat. But her tone suggested she saw this as something WE needed to process rather than something she was struggling with, as if she was fine but understood that Cedric and I weren’t, and she was smart enough to want to work through it with us.


Before I could respond, Olivia appeared seemingly out of nowhere, launching herself at her father with the kind of playful surprise that belonged to a world where nothing had changed.


“Daddy!” she called out, wrapping her arms around Cedric’s waist.


He embraced her immediately, relief flooding his features as he held her tight. “I can’t breathe,” she said with a laugh, and he loosened his grip but didn’t let go entirely.


“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.


“Of course I’m all right,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if she couldn’t understand why he would even ask. Then she caught Wendy’s stern look and her expression grew more serious, though she was clearly acting. “I mean, it was a bit weird, but yeah, I’m all right.”


She looked between her father and me. “Are you two all right?”


Cedric and I exchanged a glance, both of us hesitating before giving uncertain affirmatives.


I stood there, completely dumbfounded. Just days ago, we’d watched a video of Wendy and Olivia performing sexual acts together, with Smith. Now they stood here, seemingly unaffected, as if nothing had happened at all. It was both an incredible relief and somehow deeply unfair. We’d been spared the painful aftermath, the long discussions about trauma and blame, the slow process of rebuilding trust, but I couldn’t help thinking we didn’t deserve that mercy. We’d hurt them, and now they were acting like we were the victims? It didn’t feel right.


Ramona approached with her characteristic purposeful stride, while Phoebe hung back slightly, clearly reluctant to join the conversation. When they reached us, Ramona’s expression was businesslike, almost clinical.


“Welcome back,” she said, her voice carrying that familiar precision. “Congratulations on your work. Without your intervention, women would have been turned into permanent slaves. The Source would have achieved their objective, and perhaps only Portia, Charlotte, and a handful of other immune individuals would have remained free in a world beyond salvation.” She paused, studying our faces with scientific detachment. “If you hadn’t forced the Source to transmit their final signal ahead of schedule, Portia might never have had the opportunity to eliminate Smith. Phoebe and I, along with all the other women at Echelon, might have remained under his control indefinitely.”


Her delivery was matter-of-fact, almost emotionless, which made Phoebe’s visible reaction all the more striking. I could see her jaw tighten, her hands clench slightly at her sides, though she remained silent. The contrast between their responses confused me. Why was Phoebe struggling while Ramona seemed unaffected?


“You did good work,” Phoebe said quietly, her voice strained. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back inside.”


Cedric and I watched her walk away, both of us clearly puzzled by her abrupt departure. Ramona sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion from her.


“After the freeing signal finished transmitting, Phoebe and I prepared to use one of the pocket VLF transmitters on ourselves,” she explained. “I proceeded with the standard freeing program that same day. Phoebe refused. She insisted she needed to remain fully herself, trauma and all.” Ramona’s expression grew more thoughtful. “She spent the next two days modifying the freeing program, removing the components that shield women from the emotional impact of their experiences while claimed. She seems to be struggling with the aftermath, but she hasn’t expressed any regrets about her choice.”


“I understand,” Cedric said, and I found myself nodding. I’d been about to say the same thing. “Part of me regrets how easy we’re getting off. Absolution for all men, just like that.”


Wendy shook her head while Ramona’s frown carried a hint of amusement. “This isn’t absolution, though Phoebe might disagree with that assessment,” Ramona said. “I expect women will demand some form of justice eventually. We’re all aware of what happened and what it means, we’re simply not burdened by the emotional weight of it. Think of it as similar to how a trauma victim might have clarity after processing their experience, freed from the psychological burden.”


I snorted. “You didn’t process anything. You skipped it entirely. It’s not the same thing at all.”


Ramona considered this. “Perhaps not,” she admitted.


“Gabriel! Cedric!” Rowan’s booming voice interrupted our conversation as he approached from within the Atrium. “Good to see you both made it back in one piece.”


“Thank you for getting our people home safely,” I said, genuinely grateful.


“Your women?” The sarcastic voice belonged to Imani, who appeared alongside Alva. Both looked remarkably well, clean, rested, showing no signs of the emotional turmoil I’d expected. They greeted me with the casual warmth of friends, as if nothing had changed between us.


The sight of them made my stomach clench with shame. I remembered all too clearly how I’d used them, how I’d given in to their advances when I should have maintained boundaries. The memory of their eager devotion, their willingness to do anything to please me, made me feel sick.


Imani laughed at whatever expression was on my face. “Relax, Gabriel. It’s perfectly fine. You know, influenced by the freeing program or not, I still mean what I said when I seduced you, that I’d remember how hard I tried to corrupt you. And I do remember.” Her smile was knowing, almost complicit.


Alva shifted awkwardly beside her, clearly uncertain how to navigate this new dynamic between us. “She’s right, Gabriel. It really is all right,” she said, though her discomfort was obvious—not distress, but the kind of awkwardness that comes from having been intimate with your boss and not knowing how to act afterward.


Her reassurance only made me feel worse, but I kept my mouth shut. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make things more complicated?


I cleared my throat, feeling the weight of everyone’s attention. “I’m just… I’m happy everyone is all right,” I said, the words coming out more awkwardly than I’d intended. I turned to Rowan, trying to find safer ground. “Thank you again for taking care of my colleagues.” I caught myself before using any word that might suggest ownership, the recent conversation still fresh in my mind.


“It was the least I could do,” Rowan replied, his voice carrying that familiar gruff warmth. “Duncan would be proud of what you accomplished.”


The mention of Duncan’s name hit both Cedric and me like a physical blow. I saw Cedric’s shoulders tense, watched him look away for a moment. The weight of Duncan’s death, and Edward’s, settled over us like a cold blanket. But when I glanced around at the women near us, none of them seemed to react at all. Not even a flicker of sadness or recognition of the loss. The freeing program had wiped away their grief along with their trauma, leaving Duncan and Edward as forgotten casualties of our victory. It made my stomach turn.


Rowan’s expression told me he felt the same way. He patted my shoulder once, a gesture of shared understanding, then turned toward the military truck. “These are the women you told me about?”


I nodded. “The Source made sure they couldn’t be freed by our transmission. They’re unclaimed now, but vulnerable. Anyone could claim them if they got close enough.”


“I’ll try to find a way to help them,” Ramona said, though her tone suggested the challenge was significant. “It may take considerable time. I don’t yet see a clear path forward.” She paused, considering. “I’ll need some of them to remain at Echelon so I can run experiments. Only volunteers, of course.”


Cedric spoke up. “We told them about you, Rowan. Some of them are willing to be claimed by you, if you can promise not to take advantage and work with us to eventually set them free.”


“The others would rather stay away from men entirely,” I added. “At least until we can find a permanent solution.”


Wendy snorted with what sounded like amusement. “Can’t say I blame them.”


“I’ll have an isolated section of the institute prepared for the soldiers who prefer not to be claimed,” Ramona said. “They won’t have to worry about their safety there. Though I’d appreciate it if you’d agree to stay at Echelon, Rowan, and have any soldiers who do choose to be claimed help maintain security for the facility.”


“If they’re willing, so am I,” Rowan agreed.


“You’d better meet them then,” Cedric said, leading Rowan toward the truck. I could see some of the soldiers watching him with obvious wariness, while others, including Major Vance, stepped forward with more openness.


Wendy moved closer to me, the gesture natural and unconscious, the way she’d done thousands of times throughout our marriage. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders, even as part of me insisted I didn’t deserve her casual affection.


Through the glass doors, I caught sight of Lenore and Elaine inside the Atrium, laughing and teasing each other, embracing and kissing like the lovers they’d been before the world ended. One of them noticed me watching and waved cheerfully. My stomach twisted at the absurdity of it all. Just days ago, these women had been separated, claimed by different men, fighting each other during our desperate escape from Echelon. Now they were back together as if nothing had happened, their love restored without any of the painful work of rebuilding trust and intimacy.


I looked at Wendy beside me and felt a shameful flicker of hope that maybe we could have the same easy restoration, followed immediately by disgust at myself for wanting to escape the consequences of what I’d done.


“I’ve been broadcasting evidence of Holt and Mallory’s deaths,” Ramona said, interrupting my spiral of self-recrimination. “I’m hoping it will unclaim members of their network. Given the scope of their operation, I suspect many are embedded in government agencies, military command structures, intelligence services. If some of them can regain their independence, they might be able to help restore official control over the country.” She paused, her expression skeptical. “Though I doubt it will be that simple. Most of their network are probably men, likely not programmed with the same protocols that affected women. They may not be unclaimable at all. Some might even continue working against us.”


I sighed, feeling the weight of everything we still faced. “I hope we didn’t save humanity just so it could destroy itself anyway.”


Ramona’s snort held dark amusement. “That remains to be seen. But Echelon will do what it can to reestablish civilized society, at least locally, and coordinate with others attempting the same. Our solar array provides adequate power, and we have the facilities and equipment needed to operate efficiently.” Her expression grew more serious. “However, we’re running low on food supplies, and our water situation will become critical soon. That will need to be addressed.”


“Right now,” Wendy interjected, “the saviors of humanity need rest.”


Ramona nodded. “Point taken.”


Wendy turned toward me, and despite my slight resistance, she moved closer with determination. Before I could pull away or make excuses, she kissed me firmly, her lips warm and familiar against mine. For a moment, I let myself sink into it, into the simple rightness of being her husband again.


I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up. Wendy raised a playful eyebrow and, finally, offered her hand to me.
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Chapter 65: Home Sweet Home


04/24/2025 — Warda


The M1083 MTV bounced along the cracked asphalt, its diesel engine growling as we made our way through roads filled with abandoned cars. I sat across from Charlotte, watching her stare out the window with that hollow look she’d been carrying for days now. Poor girl looked like hell, and I couldn’t blame her. Funny thing was, I should have been the one looking like that.


Here I was, the one who’d been claimed three different times—first Edward, then that bastard Smith, then Cedric. I’d done things under Smith’s control that should’ve made me want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’d been happy to do them at the time, eager to please that sick fuck, happy to try and kill my lover and betray humanity. But thanks to whatever magic Ramona and Phoebe worked into that freeing program, I could remember it all without feeling like it happened to me. Like watching a movie of someone else’s life, recognizing it was fucked up without the emotional baggage. Charlotte, though—she’d been free the whole time, immune from day one, and now she was the one falling apart. Had to bite down on Mallory’s cock to save us all, and she didn’t have the luxury of programmed amnesia to make it easier to live with.


I glanced around at the other soldiers in the truck. Major Vance was driving, jaw set tight as she navigated the broken roads. Behind her sat Sergeant Wood, a compact Asian woman who kept checking her rifle every few minutes like it might disappear. Corporal Santos was across from me, dark eyes constantly scanning the horizon through the canvas sides. The other three—Johnson, Williams, and Rodriguez—were younger, maybe early twenties, and they all had that same tense look of people trying not to think too hard about their situation.


These women were the unlucky ones. The handshake had been scrambled in their brains long before we managed to transmit the freeing program. When Holt and Mallory died, it unclaimed them, but it also left them vulnerable again. Any man who could get close enough could claim them now, though good luck to any bastard stupid enough to try it with these armed, pissed-off soldiers. Most of their unit had stayed back at Jim Creek, turning the facility into a fortress where they could defend themselves and use the resources to survive independently. These six had volunteered to escort us back to Echelon, partly to honor what we’d done, partly hoping Ramona and Phoebe might find a way to help them.


We’d originally planned to fly out from McChord Field, but that was too far and they’d lost contact with the airbase. The Cirrus we’d flown in on wasn’t big enough for everyone anyway. Roads were dangerous, but with military escort, it seemed like the best option.


Through the canvas flaps, I could see the familiar mountains and pine trees that meant we were getting close to Chantwell. Made my chest feel a little lighter, knowing we were almost home. I looked over at Gabriel and Cedric, who’d been taking turns sleeping and waking up every time we hit a pothole. Right now Gabriel was slumped against Cedric’s shoulder, mouth hanging open, while Cedric’s head lolled back against the truck’s frame. Every bump in the road would jolt one of them awake, they’d look around confused for a second, then drift right back off. Even Sergeant Chen was trying not to smile at the sight.


The last few days had shown us just how broken the world had become. Sure, women were free now, but everything else was falling apart. We’d driven through towns where the power was out, cell towers dead, internet gone except in a few lucky spots. Some places, people were fighting over food and supplies like animals. Other places, they’d banded together, trying to rebuild something decent from the wreckage.


But the biggest change was the women themselves. No more of that creepy, eager-to-please bullshit. They were standing up straight again, looking men in the eye, like equals. The men… most of them looked ashamed, like they were just starting to understand what they’d been part of. Some were angry too, pissed off about losing their free servants. Tough luck.


The truck hit another pothole, and this time both Gabriel and Cedric jerked awake at the same time, blinking around like confused owls before settling back into their awkward sleeping positions. Yeah, we’d saved the world, but we still had a long way to go before any of us could really rest easy.


I found myself thinking about Edward as the truck rumbled along, and it pissed me off how little I felt about his death. The guy had been my lover, my partner, someone I’d trusted with my life more times than I could count. When Smith’s people killed him, I was claimed and under that bastard’s control, so I didn’t get to process it properly. Now that the freeing program had wiped away all the trauma from being claimed, Edward’s death felt like nothing more than a fact—something that happened, filed away in my memory without any real emotional weight to it.


I tried to make myself feel bad about it, really tried. I missed the guy, sure. It hurt knowing I’d never see him again, never hear his gruff voice giving orders or feel his hands on me. But that was about it. Just a dull ache instead of the gut-wrenching grief I should’ve been feeling. Made me angry, like I’d been robbed of my right to properly mourn someone who’d meant something to me. But hell, I had to admit it was a small price to pay for what we’d accomplished. Better to feel nothing about Edward’s death than to still be Smith’s eager little puppet.


The familiar sight of pine trees and rocky outcroppings outside the window told me we were entering Echelon’s perimeter. I noticed right away that nobody was guarding the secured entrance—the checkpoint was empty, gates standing open. Good thing we were bringing actual soldiers with us. With all the chaos spreading across the country, Echelon couldn’t afford to fall now, not when they might be the only ones who could help the world get back on its feet.


The M1083 rolled to a stop in the parking lot near the glass front doors of the Atrium. Through the transparent walls, I could see a few women inside notice our arrival and start walking toward the entrance. Others were joining them.


“We’re here,” Charlotte said, reaching over to shake Gabriel and Cedric awake.


The two men blinked themselves back to consciousness, then looked at each other with obvious embarrassment when they realized how they’d been sleeping on each other. They chuckled awkwardly as they separated, and I could see there was still some tension between them from everything that had happened, but they were clearly working on it.


“Home sweet home,” Gabriel muttered, stretching his neck and looking out at the familiar building with excitement and, clearly, apprehension.


I stayed inside, not really in the mood to deal with a big reunion scene. Better to let the heroes take their bows first. The escorts got out slowly, remaining near the truck, clearly unsure what to do now. Charlotte remained inside too, arms crossed, looking thoughtful.


“Not joining them?” I asked her, trying to sound casual.


She shook her head. “Not in the mood to play the hero.”


I snorted. “You were the hero. You deserve the accolade.”


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’d rather do without.”
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Chapter 64: Alternative


Gabriel


I stared at the transmission controls, my mind racing through possibilities that all led to the same dead end. The equipment hummed with malevolent purpose, sending its final signal across the globe while I stood there helpless. The irony wasn’t lost on me: we’d traveled across the country, fought our way into the heart of the conspiracy, and arrived just in time to watch our complete failure.


“There has to be something we can do,” Cedric protested, his voice carrying the desperate edge of a man who’d lost everything. “We can’t just stand here and let this happen.”


I wanted to agree with him, wanted to find some brilliant solution that would justify everything we’d been through. But the harsh reality of signal processing and neural programming left no room for wishful thinking. “I don’t see what,” I admitted, the words tasting bitter. “I’d have to know exactly when to stop the transmission to avoid cutting in the middle of a directive. Even then, there’s no way to know what impact it would have—an only partially programmed brain, two programs colliding, conflicting instructions…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We could leave every woman on Earth in a vegetative state.”


Cedric let himself fall to the floor, his back against the wall as he surveyed the scene around us. For the past ten minutes, the same surreal tableau had been repeating itself. New soldiers would arrive, drawn by the gunshots, only to find their owners dead and freeze in place like broken automatons. Then, after a minute or two of statue-like stillness, they’d seem to wake up, blinking in confusion as they looked around the blood-splattered room.


“How long do you think they’ve been claimed?” Cedric wondered aloud, watching as the first group of soldiers began to show signs of genuine awareness.


I shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling into my bones. “Maybe months, maybe years. Hard to tell.”


The nearest soldier, a major based on her insignia, mumbled something under her breath before speaking more clearly. “Over two years,” she said, her voice hollow. “I’ve been under Mallory and Holt’s control for over two years.” She stood up slowly, sighing as she looked at her fellow soldiers with uncertain eyes. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, the words seeming strange in her mouth. “I’ll take care of them,” she gestured at the other confused women, though her tone suggested she had no idea how to do that.


I tried to imagine what it must feel like, waking up after two years of mind control, realizing you’d helped two disgusting men enslave all the women on Earth, finding yourself in what was essentially a post-apocalyptic world you’d helped create. Unwillingly, perhaps, but your hands had still done the work. The guilt alone would be crushing.


Charlotte was lying on the ground beside Mallory’s corpse, still shaking and covered in blood. She had remained frozen in place through the entire exchange, and though she seemed aware, her eyes were distant, unfocused.


Cedric and I exchanged a long stare, the weight of everything that had happened settling between us like a physical presence. “I’m sorry,” I said finally. “For everything. For Wendy, for Olivia. For all of it.”


Cedric snorted, but there was no real humor in it. After a moment, he sighed deeply. “I accept your apology,” he said quietly. “This entire situation was fucked up from the beginning. As Mallory explained, it was designed to mess with us, to turn us against each other.” He paused, then added, “I should apologize too.”


“You have no reason to,” I replied immediately. “You were far more decent overall than I was.”


The admission hung in the air between us, carrying the weight of all our mistakes and compromises. I felt a profound sadness settling over me as I looked at the transmission equipment, still humming with its terrible purpose. “I’m just sad that in the end, we couldn’t fix this.”


Suddenly, my phone buzzed against my leg. I pulled it from my pocket, surprised to see I had internet access, probably because the Source had maintained their own cell towers to cover Jim Creek. Two things immediately caught my attention: my battery was down to one percent, and I had a new email from Dr. Ramona Quinn with the subject line “Smith is dead” and an attachment.


My hands trembled slightly as I unlocked the phone and opened the attachment, bracing myself for another one of Smith’s disgusting attempts at psychological warfare. But the email body was empty, containing only a bloody photograph of Smith’s corpse on what appeared to be Echelon’s cafeteria floor. Before I could process this fully, my phone shut down, the battery finally giving out.


“Jesus,” I gasped, turning toward the computers built into the transmission wall.


“What’s going on?” Cedric asked, but I ignored him.


I quickly opened an internet browser on one of the computers, my fingers flying over the keyboard as I attempted to start a video conference with Ramona. Relief flooded through me when the connection established, showing Ramona, Phoebe, and, surprisingly, Portia staring at the camera from inside the MRI room, all looking anxious but alert. Cedric opened his eyes wide.


“Gabriel!” Ramona’s voice came through clearly.


“Thank God,” Phoebe added immediately. “We weren’t sure we’d be able to reach you.”


They looked hopeful, almost excited. “Are you the ones transmitting?” Ramona asked urgently. “Is this the freeing program?”


“Portia was unclaimed all along. She killed Smith,” Phoebe explained quickly. “She showed us the picture. We’re unclaimed too.”


Cedric and I both deflated visibly. “We got to Jim Creek,” I said, which elicited surprised gasps from all three women. “But we were captured. We managed to break free, but too late. The Source has begun transmission of a final program to scramble the handshake permanently. They’ve already released a virus that will destroy the brain matrix for good.”


“It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Cedric added grimly. “The program you made, all the teams at Echelon, it’s flawed.”


“The Source told us there was a subtle mistake in there, a sabotage, something that would require a recompilation,” I explained.


I watched as Ramona, Phoebe, and Portia’s faces fell in unison. “We don’t have hours to recompile,” Ramona pointed out unnecessarily. “By then the transmission would be almost over, and that’s assuming we could find and fix the issue with our counter-programming.”


“Even if we had the program,” I said, “we can’t interrupt the current transmission.”


“That’s not entirely true,” Ramona said, leaning closer to her camera. “Full transmission takes hours, and it started only fifteen minutes ago. The transmission is at its early stages, where it’s likely performing the first stages of the handshakes, in exactly the same way our own program would. Which means that if we had a functioning program, we could synchronize it and switch the transmission to ours without interrupting the process.”


I snorted, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “I really appreciate knowing what we could have done in different and better circumstances.”


“But I’m free,” Portia said, looking confused. “Tristan freed me. That’s how I could kill Smith even while everyone else was being reprogrammed. I’ve been pretending to be claimed.” She paused. “The freeing program works...”


The words hit like a thunderbolt. Everyone reacted at once, voices overlapping as the implications sank in.


“Holy shit,” Phoebe exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I was so caught up on the aftermath of our claiming that I completely missed it. You were out there, with the signal, unaffected...”


“How did Tristan free you?” Ramona asked urgently. “When?”


“It happened the night Smith took over,” Portia explained. “Tristan wanted to free me himself. He built a VLF transmitter and used the program the teams had finished developing.”


“That can’t be,” I protested. “The Source was adamant that the program couldn’t work as is.”


Portia looked confused for a moment, then her expression cleared. “Tristan said something about correcting a mistake. He said he needed to recompile the program. We waited for hours before he freed me. When I woke up, Tristan said he heard gunshots, and we tried to leave but...” her eyes filled with tears.


Phoebe’s face disappeared from the screen as she moved off camera, her voice carrying urgency even through the computer speakers. “If we want to do something, we need to do it in the next five minutes,” she announced, her words coming fast and clipped. “Based on the current patterns of the signal, the handshake will be over by then. We’ll miss our window to switch programs without causing brain damage.”


I watched Ramona grab Portia’s shoulder with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. The composed, methodical scientist was gone, replaced by someone speaking faster than I’d ever witnessed. “Get the program Tristan compiled,” she commanded, her words tumbling over each other. “As fast as possible. Send it to us through the network. Now.”


“But it’s at the other side of the institute and—” Portia started to protest weakly.


“Go!” Phoebe screamed from off-screen, her voice cracking with desperation. “Now!”


Portia vanished from view, leaving Ramona alone on the screen, her face tight with concentration and fear.


“I’ll try to figure out how the interface here works,” I said, turning away from the camera toward the transmission controls. My hands moved across the keyboards and displays, trying to decode the Source’s system architecture while precious seconds ticked away. Behind me, Cedric paced anxiously, his breathing shallow and quick.


Charlotte finally joined us, emerging from whatever psychological fog had claimed her after her ordeal with Mallory. She still looked shaky, her face pale and her hands trembling slightly, but there was something hopeful in her eyes now, mixed with nervous energy. She glanced toward Warda, who remained frozen in place where we’d been sitting earlier, hands still tied behind her back, staring at nothing.


“I think I’ve got it,” I said, pausing to double-check my understanding of the interface. “Yes,” I confirmed, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “I know how to proceed.” I glanced at the elapsed time since Portia had left: three minutes.


Turning back toward the webcam, I caught Ramona’s attention. “Any news of Wendy?” I asked, then smiled at Cedric. “And Olivia?”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. “We saw them just a few hours ago. They were fine, apart from being loyal to that fucking bastard Smith.” The vulgarity coming from Ramona’s usually precise mouth made us all chuckle despite the tension, a brief moment of levity in the chaos.


With only a minute remaining, Phoebe’s voice came from off-screen, filled with excitement. “Portia just sent Tristan’s version of the freeing program through the network! I’m sending it to you now, Gabriel!”


My computer chimed as I received a new email. “I have it,” I confirmed, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I set up the transmission interface. The process required perfect synchronization. Both the freeing program and the current Source program had to be aligned so we could switch from one to the other without interrupting the transmission flow. One mistake would leave every woman on Earth with scrambled neural pathways.


When everything was ready, I turned toward Charlotte and gently took her hand, positioning it above the enter key. “Will you do us the honor?”


Charlotte took a deep breath, her expression shifting to something almost wicked as she smiled. “Gladly,” she said, and pressed the key.


Nothing visible happened. Warda remained frozen, the transmission equipment continued its ominous humming. But I laughed as I looked at the interface. “The transition occurred,” I confirmed. “The freeing program is now being transmitted.”


“Hold on,” Phoebe’s voice called out. “We’re reaching the end of the handshake phase… and… and…” Her voice rose to a scream of pure joy. “It’s working! The freeing program is the one being transmitted!”


The three of us, Cedric, Charlotte, and I, jumped up and down like children, our relief and excitement overwhelming any sense of dignity. We fell into an embrace, giggling like idiots as the weight of two weeks of horror and desperation finally lifted from our shoulders.
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Chapter 63: Time’s Up


Bernard


I paced the confines of the MRI room like a caged animal, my carefully maintained composure finally cracking under the weight of catastrophic failure. These two brilliant women, my women, sat before me like scolded children, their heads bowed in shame as I struggled to comprehend how everything had gone so spectacularly wrong.


“Explain yourselves!” I roared, my voice echoing off the metal walls. “How does someone accidentally delete weeks of research? How could you just… erase everything like that?”


Ramona mumbled something incoherent, her usual precision reduced to stammering apologies. Phoebe tried to speak, but every time she began to explain what had happened, her words trailed off into confused silence, as if the thoughts were slipping away from her even as she tried to grasp them.


“I know why,” Phoebe managed to whisper, then pressed her hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s right there, on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t… I’m so sorry, Bernard. I feel completely useless.”


The pattern was too obvious to ignore. I forced myself to stop pacing, though my hands still trembled with barely contained rage. “Is this some kind of safeguard?” I asked, more to myself than to them. “Something built into the original programming?”


Both women looked at me with blank confusion, and that vacant stare was answer enough. A nervous laugh escaped my lips as the full scope of my miscalculation became clear. The Source had been thorough: claimed women couldn’t work against their own programming. By claiming Ramona and Phoebe, I had ensured my own defeat. The irony was almost beautiful in its completeness.


A soft beeping interrupted my bitter revelation. Phoebe looked toward a monitor that had begun blinking with alert indicators. “Bernard,” she said, her voice suddenly distant, “there’s a VLF transmission being detected.”


As the words left her mouth, both women swayed slightly, their eyes flickering as if they were fighting to stay conscious. Unintelligible mumbles escaped their lips.


“Shit!” I lunged for the MRI room door. The realization hit me like a physical blow: Charlotte and her companions were transmitting. They were freeing women across the globe.


I burst out of the MRI room, closing it behind me in hopes of at least preserving the two scientist’s loyalty, my mind racing through rapidly diminishing options. I had to get to my other women, get them to the shielded room before the signal turned them against me. The risk was enormous, interrupting ongoing programming could cause permanent brain damage, but it was my only chance to preserve what little power I still possessed.


My feet pounded against the floor as I ran toward the cafeteria where I had left my claimed women, ready to celebrate what should have been my ultimate victory. Instead, I found them frozen in place, their bodies rigid as the freeing signal washed over them.


I grabbed Lenore’s motionless form, grunting with effort as I tried to drag her toward the door. Her body was dead weight, completely unresponsive.


The blow came from behind, something hard and metallic crashing against the back of my skull. I tumbled to the floor, my vision blurring as a large serving tray clattered beside me. Through the haze of pain and confusion, I saw Portia standing over me, her face twisted with pure rage.


She held a large kitchen knife in her trembling hand, her eyes blazing with hatred I had never seen before. “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, and drove the blade deep into my chest.


Pain exploded through my body as she pulled the knife out and stabbed again, and again. Blood filled my mouth as I tried to speak, tried to understand what was happening.


“This is for Tristan,” she spat, her voice breaking with emotion as she continued her assault.


My vision blurred, the pain fading into a distant, numb ache as the strength left my limbs. I felt my consciousness slipping away as Portia’s strikes slowed, her fury turning to exhausted relief.


“And this is for me,” I heard her whisper as she delivered the final, fatal stab.
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Chapter 62: A Teeth Against Them


Gabriel


“Why?” The question escaped my lips before I could stop it.


Holt’s jaw tightened visibly, his annoyance with Mallory’s casual attitude toward our presence becoming more apparent. But Mallory just chuckled, settling back against the transmission equipment with the relaxed posture of someone enjoying himself.


“Well, that depends on who you ask,” Mallory said, gesturing between himself and his colleague.


“They don’t need to know this,” Holt groaned, his fingers pausing over his laptop keyboard.


Mallory waved him off dismissively. “Oh, come on, Sullivan. They’ll be dead soon enough anyway. It’s frustrating not being able to share our story, our accomplishments.” He turned his attention back to me, his eyes bright with the enthusiasm of someone who rarely got to discuss his work. “You’re a scientist, right? At least you’ll be able to appreciate the elegance of what we’ve achieved.”


I said nothing, though I could feel my expression making it clear that appreciation was the last thing on my mind. The academic in me was curious despite everything, but the human being in me was revolted by what they’d done to the world.


Mallory pulled a chair over and sat down in front of us, as if he were about to deliver a lecture to eager graduate students rather than explain mass enslavement to his prisoners. “It all started with my own research into computer-brain interfaces. I was working on ways to create direct neural connections with digital systems when the military took notice. They approached me with what they claimed was a theoretical question about the possibility of mind control.”


He leaned forward, his voice taking on the cadence of someone who genuinely loved his subject matter. “Of course, I knew they had ulterior motives, but the funding they offered was beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They gave me carte blanche to build a team, access to resources most researchers never see.”


The fascination and horror warred within me as I listened. Part of me wanted to understand the science behind what had destroyed our world, while another part hoped this conversation might delay whatever they planned to do with us. The presence of the armed women around us made escape seem impossible, but every minute we stayed alive was another minute something might change.


“Initially, I drew a complete blank,” Mallory continued. “There’s no easy way to reprogram a human brain. The neural architecture just isn’t designed to accept external programming the way a computer would. But then I started thinking differently about the problem. Instead of asking how to program the brain, I asked whether we could alter the brain to make it programmable.”


Holt turned around at his workstation, his expression clearly annoyed at having his role in the project discussed so casually. He focused intently on his laptop screen, typing with sharp, precise movements.


“That’s when I brought Sullivan into the project,” Mallory said, nodding toward his colleague. “He’d developed some revolutionary techniques in gene therapy, using modified viruses as delivery systems for targeted DNA alterations. Brilliant work, really.”


The casual way he discussed turning human beings into programmable machines made my stomach turn, but I found myself unable to look away. The scientist in me was horrified by the perversion of legitimate research, while the operations director in me was trying to understand the scope of what we were facing.


“As we worked under military oversight,” Mallory continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “we began testing on foreign prisoners, terrorists, death row inmates. We learned how to use radio waves to reprogram brains after infecting subjects with our modified viruses. We developed techniques for capturing and analyzing brainwave patterns, essentially creating a programming language for human consciousness.”


He paused, his expression shifting to something more calculating. “But as our successes mounted, I began to realize what we could really accomplish with this technology. How it could be turned to serve our own interests rather than the military’s limited vision. Sullivan saw the potential too, though his motivations were somewhat different from mine.”


Mallory glanced back at Holt, who remained rigidly focused on his work. “Sullivan has some rather traditional ideas about women and their proper place in society. I don’t necessarily share those particular views, but I recognized an opportunity for compromise. After all, control over half of humanity essentially means control over all of humanity. And if achieving that power meant indulging my colleague’s social theories, well, that seemed like an acceptable trade-off.”


He snorted softly. “The Source, that dramatic message everyone received, that was all Sullivan’s theatrical touch. He felt it was important to establish the proper framework for how this new world should function.”


Holt said nothing, but his posture radiated displeasure at how he was being characterized. His typing became more aggressive, the keys clicking sharply under his fingers.


I glanced at my companions. Cedric looked absolutely horrified, his face pale as he processed the casual way these men discussed enslaving half the human race. Warda kept looking at him with an expression that seemed almost pleading, as if her mere presence might somehow comfort him despite the circumstances. Charlotte appeared anxious but maintained her composure, her eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for any potential advantage.


“How did you manage to deploy something this massive without anyone stopping you?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


Mallory’s face lit up with obvious pride. “That’s the beautiful part. It just required patience and strategic thinking. We started by infecting the higher-ups in our own program with a custom virus that would only survive in their specific genetic profiles. Once we had them programmed, we used our control over them to gradually expand our influence.”


He gestured expansively, clearly enjoying the opportunity to explain his methodology. “We had them infect and program key personnel in other military branches, then government agencies, then international organizations like the WHO. It was like a carefully orchestrated domino effect, each newly controlled individual helping us reach the next level of authority.”


The scope of what he was describing made my blood run cold. They hadn’t just created a weapon, they’d systematically infiltrated and compromised the entire global power structure.


“Once we had sufficient control over the relevant institutions,” Mallory continued with obvious delight, “we deployed the global virus. We chose VLF transmission because those frequencies penetrate everything: buildings, underground facilities, even shielded locations. There’s essentially nowhere to hide from a properly configured VLF signal.”


He paused, then chuckled and looked directly at our group. “Though I’ll admit, we didn’t anticipate that some clever people would figure out what was happening and find ways to shield themselves. Experimental MRI rooms, for instance,” he said, chuckling. “But we’re talking about a handful of women, at most.”


Cedric’s voice came out rough and strained when he finally spoke. “What now?”


Mallory opened his mouth to respond, but Holt suddenly stood up from his workstation, his chair scraping against the concrete floor. “Now we close the loopholes and complete the work,” he said sternly, cutting off whatever his colleague had been about to say. He moved with purposeful strides toward a larger computer system that was directly connected to the transmission equipment built into the wall. “I’ve sent directives to our various cells to release the termination virus. They’re doing it as we speak.”


Mallory sighed. “We left the handshake protocols open so we could send additional programming waves if the original signal proved insufficient,” he explained, settling behind Holt’s abandoned laptop. “But the plan was always to scramble the handshake and destroy the neural matrix once we were satisfied with the results. Can’t have third parties trying to interfere with our work. We can always proceed again in a few years to program women born after the original programming, as long as we have access to this facility, though Sullivan suspects it won’t be necessary once the new social order will be normalized.”


He glanced at our group with that infuriating smirk, then turned his attention to the laptop screen. A low whistle escaped his lips as he examined something on the display. “I see your people had the same idea about scrambling the handshake. Smart approach, though it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Such a stupid vicious mistake...”


I must have looked confused, because Mallory’s expression shifted to one of professorial condescension. “The reason you didn’t notice your claimed women sabotaging their own work is because that instruction exists as a secondary layer, hidden behind the primary programming. It not only makes claimed women protect their programming covertly when working on altering it, but it also prevents them from recognizing this instruction even if they were looking directly at it.”


This confirmed everything Ramona and Phoebe had suspected. I could now only hope Smith would be defeated, with Ramona and Phoebe claimed. The Source, as disgusting as it was to me, was a lesser evil. Better a billion men owning women than a single one, especially an asshole like Smith.


“We thought very carefully about this aspect,” Mallory continued, clearly enjoying the look on my face. “Claimed women working on freeing themselves will find discrete ways to undermine their own efforts, only taking drastic action if it’s their absolute last chance to prevent alterations to their original programming.” He paused, his eyes moving between Cedric and me with obvious amusement. “Speaking of which, did you notice your women being somewhat… aggressive in their attempts to seduce you?”


Cedric and I exchanged glances, the memory of recent interactions with our respective claimed women suddenly taking on new significance.


“While claimed women are programmed to please their owners first, no matter what,” Mallory explained with casual cruelty, “they’re also designed to become more manipulative around anyone attempting to alter their programming. To try and get their owner to succumb to their basic instincts. It’s more of a tendency than an explicit directive, of course, but we thought it would prove useful for them to try and get men to reconsider what they have to lose.” He turned back to the laptop screen, shaking his head with mock sympathy. “I suspect that if your two lead scientists hadn’t been monitoring the other teams from their shielded room, correcting their mistakes, you never would have gotten this far.”


“Final program ready,” Holt announced from his position at the main console.


The group tensed around me, and I found myself looking at the nearest soldier, wondering if the impending transmission might create some kind of opportunity. The woman caught my stare and smirked, as if she could read my thoughts.


Mallory noticed the exchange and laughed. “All the soldiers in this facility have already had their handshake scrambled,” he said. “They’re claimed permanently by both me and Holt. Shared custody, so to speak. No one can reprogram them now. This transmission won’t affect them at all, so I’d advise you to behave.”


“We should eliminate them now,” Holt insisted, his voice carrying an edge of impatience.


Mallory snorted dismissively. “It would be a shame not to let them witness the complete and definitive failure of their mission.”


Holt sighed heavily. “Powering up the transmission towers. Signal deployment in sixty seconds.”


Mallory moved to his own workstation beside Holt, his fingers dancing across the keyboard before he turned back to our group with that familiar smirk. His eyes settled on Charlotte, and he raised an eyebrow with obvious interest. “You, come here,” he commanded.


Charlotte’s stood up immediately, though I could see the struggle in her eyes at the thought of what she was about to do.


“What are you doing?” Holt asked, his tone sharp with disapproval.


Mallory waved him off sarcastically. “Relax, Sullivan. I need a warm mouth around my cock to properly celebrate this beautiful moment. I want to watch the lights go out in her pretty eyes when the signal starts reprogramming her.”


Holt protested again, but his expression suggested he knew arguing with his colleague would be pointless. Mallory looked up at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction. “Get on your knees and give me the best blowjob of your life,” he commanded, patting her head condescendingly as she sank down in front of him.


His laughter echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte’s hands moved to his belt with mechanical precision, her face a mask of revulsion that she couldn’t quite hide. I watched in horror and desperate hope, praying that her immunity would somehow give us the opening we needed.


Charlotte’s performance was disturbingly convincing. She worked with apparent enthusiasm, her head bobbing rhythmically as Mallory leaned back in his chair with obvious pleasure. The sight made my stomach turn, but I couldn’t help being impressed by her ability to maintain the deception under such horrific circumstances. She was buying us time, though for what, I couldn’t say. Even if she could do something to Mallory, Holt was further away, transmission ready to fire...


“How long until transmission?” Mallory asked, his voice slightly breathless as he stared down at Charlotte with predatory satisfaction.


Holt deliberately avoided looking in their direction, his focus remaining fixed on his console. “Ten seconds,” he replied curtly.


Mallory chuckled, glancing over at us with obvious amusement. “Sullivan acts like such a prude, but you should see him with his own women when nobody’s watching. He knows how to have fun, he’s just too proud to admit it.”


“Transmission,” Holt announced.


I watched Warda freeze completely, her eyes going blank as the signal washed over her. Charlotte was smart enough to play dead as well, going rigid in Mallory’s lap while maintaining her position. Mallory made a disgusting sound of satisfaction. “This is what I was waiting for,” he groaned, gripping Charlotte’s head and beginning to thrust into her mouth like she was nothing more than an object for his pleasure.


Suddenly, Charlotte’s hands shot up to grip Mallory’s hips. In one fluid motion, she spun his swiveling chair so his body shielded her from the soldiers still positioned near us. Mallory’s scream of agony echoed off the concrete walls as Charlotte clearly clamped her teeth around his shaft.


Holt froze in shock at his workstation. The soldiers reacted immediately, raising their weapons toward Mallory and Charlotte, but they couldn’t get a clear shot. Charlotte had maneuvered them into the corner, using Mallory’s body as a human shield while keeping her mouth locked around him. Every time he tried to pull away, his screams intensified as she bit down harder.


“Don’t shoot!” Mallory howled, gesturing frantically at the soldiers even as tears streamed down his face. “Don’t fucking shoot!”


The soldiers lowered their weapons reluctantly, but Holt shouted over Mallory’s screams. “Shoot! That’s an order!”


The weapons came back up, the soldiers clearly confused by the contradictory commands from their shared owners. Mallory continued screaming for them to stand down while Holt insisted they fire, their conflicting loyalties paralyzing any coordinated response.


Fear transformed into desperate courage as I struggled to my feet despite my bound hands. The nearest soldier was too distracted by the chaos to notice my movement until I threw myself at her, using my shoulder to knock her off balance. We hit the ground hard, her weapon clattering across the floor out of reach.


She recovered quickly, pinning me to the concrete as Mallory’s screams continued in the background. The contradictory orders from Holt and Mallory had thrown the remaining soldiers into complete disarray, some aiming at us while others kept their weapons trained in Charlotte’s direction.


Holt grabbed a rifle from one of the confused soldiers nearby, his face set with grim determination as he moved toward me. He raised the weapon, clearly intending to end this regardless of his colleague’s protests and situation... I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.


The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space. Holt’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter, his body collapsing on top of me with the rifle still clutched in his hands. My ears rang as I turned to see Cedric several feet away, awkwardly aiming a discarded weapon despite his hands being tied behind his back, smoke still rising from the barrel.


The remaining soldiers stared in horror, half of them swinging their weapons toward us while the others turned back to Mallory, who was still whimpering and begging with Charlotte’s mouth locked around him. Before they could decide on a course of action, I managed to work my bound hands from behind my back to in front of me, threading my legs through my arms. I grabbed Holt’s dropped rifle and aimed at Mallory’s head.


The first shot went wide. The second shattered part of the transmission equipment. The third found its mark, and Mallory’s head snapped back as blood sprayed across the wall behind him. His body collapsed onto Charlotte, who gasped and choked as his weight fell on her.


The soldiers froze completely, staring at their dead owner as Charlotte pushed the corpse away, gasping and shaking. Blood covered her face and clothes as she struggled to breathe, clearly traumatized by what she’d been forced to do.


Cedric and I exchanged glances before looking back at the motionless soldiers. They stood like statues, their weapons lowered, staring at nothing.


“They’re getting unclaimed,” Cedric mumbled, his voice hoarse.


“Thank you,” I said, turning to him with overwhelming gratitude. “Jesus Christ, Cedric, thank you. You saved my life.”


He managed to get to his feet despite his bound hands, shaking his head. “We need to stop that signal,” he said urgently. “We need to shut down the transmission.”


“We can’t...” I whined, looking at the transmission equipment. “We can’t interrupt an on-going programming. We’d leave every woman on Earth brain dead.”


“Fuck!”
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Chapter 61: RM


Ramona


The MRI room had transformed from our makeshift fortress into something resembling a proper command center. With the door standing open, no longer necessary to shield us from signals that had already claimed us, Bernard had arranged for a thorough cleaning. The cramped space where Phoebe and I had lived for those desperate days now felt almost pleasant, equipped with proper workstations and comfortable chairs. We maintained the pretense of this being our headquarters partly for convenience, but mostly to preserve Dr. Vokter’s trust in our supposed independence.


Dr. Einar Vokter’s weathered face filled the monitor before us, his pale blue eyes bright with anticipation behind wire-rimmed glasses. His thick Norwegian accent colored every word, but his English remained precise and clear. “I am ready to receive your counter-program, Dr. Quinn. It is quite an honor to assist in this historic moment, freeing women from such terrible programming. EISCAT’s transmitters are at full power, and we have confirmed optimal atmospheric conditions for global VLF propagation.”


The ease with which deception flowed from my lips surprised me. “We’re equally honored by your assistance, Dr. Vokter. Your dedication to scientific integrity has made this possible.” Inside, I felt a warm satisfaction knowing we were about to deliver every woman on Earth directly into Bernard’s hands, and this earnest scientist had no idea he was facilitating the very opposite of what he believed.


Phoebe leaned into the camera’s view, her expression animated with false enthusiasm. “Einar, you should see the atmospheric readings we’re getting here. The ionospheric conditions are absolutely perfect for maximum signal penetration. It’s like the universe wants us to succeed today.”


She shot me an amused glance, and I had to suppress a smile at how perfectly we were playing our roles. Poor Dr. Vokter nodded eagerly, completely oblivious to our true intentions.


Behind the monitor, Bernard stood with his arms crossed, his broad frame tense with anticipation. He remained carefully positioned outside the camera’s range, though we had confirmed that Vokter refused to open any communications not originating directly from Phoebe and me. Still, Bernard’s caution served us well, his presence might raise uncomfortable questions.


“The final compilation completed successfully with zero errors,” I announced, pulling up the file directory on my screen. “I’m preparing the transfer now.” My fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, typing the console command to copy our masterpiece to the transmission buffer.


The moment I pressed enter, ice flooded my veins. Instead of ‘cp’ for copy, I had typed ‘rm’,the delete command. My hands trembled as I frantically checked the folder, but the file had vanished completely. The program that would have made Bernard the owner of every woman on Earth was gone, erased by my own catastrophic error.


Terror overwhelmed me, not the analytical concern I might have felt as an independent scientist, but the gut-wrenching horror of having betrayed my owner. My composure, usually unshakeable even in crisis, crumbled as panic clawed at my chest. I stared at the empty directory, my breathing shallow and rapid.


“Ramona?” Phoebe’s voice carried a note of concern. “What’s wrong?”


I couldn’t speak, couldn’t force words past the tightness in my throat. Phoebe pushed me aside and leaned over my keyboard, her eyes scanning the screen. When she saw the empty folder, she froze completely.


A nervous chuckle escaped her lips, but her eyes held suspicion as she looked at me. “It’s alright,” she said, though her voice wavered. “We have the backup system we implemented when we noticed…” She stopped mid-sentence, and I understood she meant the safeguards we’d put in place when we suspected claimed women might... I shook my head, unsure of what it was I was trying to remember.


Bernard’s mouth moved silently behind the monitor, his expression confused and increasingly worried. I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes, the shame burning through me like acid. Phoebe gestured reassuringly in his direction as she moved to her own workstation.


“Is everything alright?” Dr. Vokter’s voice carried genuine concern. “You seem distressed.”


“Yes, everything’s fine,” Phoebe replied smoothly, her fingers flying across her keyboard. “Ramona just made a small typing error, but I’m correcting it now. Nothing serious.”


Then Phoebe gasped, her hands jerking away from the keyboard as if it had burned her. She sat frozen, staring at her screen in absolute horror.


I turned to look at her monitor, and despite my expertise lying in virology rather than computing, the devastation was unmistakable. The open console window displayed an even more alarming result than my own: Phoebe’s hurried commands had executed successfully, permanently deleting the root folder of the entire project at a low level.


Bernard’s gestures became more frantic, his silent questions growing desperate. Dr. Vokter’s voice crackled through the speakers again. “Please, what is happening? You both look very upset.”


My heart hammered against my ribs as shame and terror warred within me. I forced myself to look at the camera, though my voice came out strained and barely controlled. “Dr. Vokter, we’ve encountered a technical issue. We’ll need to contact you shortly to reschedule.”


I terminated the video call before he could respond, the screen going black.


Finally, I turned to face Bernard, my owner, the man I had failed so catastrophically. The words came out broken and painful, each one feeling like a confession of the deepest betrayal.


“Bernard, I’m so sorry. We’ve accidentally erased everything, the entire virus project, all the VLF signal analysis, every piece of programming code we developed.”


His face went through a series of transformations, confusion giving way to comprehension, then to horror, and finally to a rage so pure and terrible that I shrank back in my chair. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his voice was barely controlled fury.


“You did what?”
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